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Abstract 
 
This thesis examines how policy promoted as benefiting the users of human services 
can fail if it does not appreciate the front-line contexts its implementation depends on. 
The specific concern is how front-line practitioners in non-profit human services 
understood and responded to the application of service user rights policies to their 
practice settings. 
The study begins with the Hawke–Keating period of government, and ends in the 
late 1990s. During the Hawke–Keating period service user rights policies were 
explicitly incorporated into a range of Commonwealth human service programs as 
one manifestation of the new program management (NPM) approach to accountability 
and control. 
Four Australian human service programs were sampled: the Supported 
Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP), the Home and Community Care 
Program (HACC), Adolescent Mediation and Family Therapy services (AMFT), and 
the Youth Homeless Pilot Programme (YHPP). Services from each program in 
Melbourne, Wollongong, Darwin and the Gold Coast were studied. Forwards and 
backwards mapping were used to examine the nexus between policy as intended, and 
policy as understood by those undertaking direct service delivery with young people.  
The place ‘rights-talk’ had in the practice framework of these front-line 
practitioners was examined and compared with the espoused policy positions of the 
programs and the funded services they worked within. The various factors 
conditioning the workers’ approach to the service user rights aspects of practice were 
identified. The thesis concludes that front-line human service workers, whose practice 
is highly contextualised, thwart human service program design unless this design 
reflects the model of service delivery.  Front-line bureaucracy theory was found to 
apply. 
The study details the tension between the various contexts of front-line practice 
and the service user rights policy framework. The level of connection with people and 
social institutions in the life situation of the young service user, combined with the 
extent to which the mandated model of service delivery was flexible or prescribed, 
were found to influence front-line practitioners’ approach to service user rights.  
 
 v 
The emergence and later failure of service user rights program logic to take hold 
was found to be a manifestation of the de-institutionalisation of non-profit 
organisations as they were required to re-orient the basis of their legitimacy to new 
public management ideals. 
The significance of the thesis lies in its contribution to understanding the nexus 
between human service policy and front-line practice. More specifically, it assists in 
theory development about the relationship between emergent ideas about human service 
delivery and the contexts of their implementation. 
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Chapter One 
 
Introduction 
 
This thesis examines how front-line practitioners in non-profit human services 
understood and responded to the application of ideas about service user rights (SUR)1 
to their practice settings. In doing so, it considers the nexus between front-line 
practice, user rights and Australian social policy. 
The study begins with the Hawke period of government, during which user rights 
were explicitly incorporated into a range of Commonwealth human service programs. 
The study extends until the late 1990s, by which time the Howard government had 
become active in social policy and human service programming.  
For many years, governments have been promoting particular constructs in the 
delivery of welfare services. The assumption has been that using these constructs to 
underpin the delivery of services will optimise the benefits of such services. In recent 
years, constructs promoted as having a central role in the delivery of human services 
have included those of effectiveness, consumer focus, and community capacity 
building. The construct of participation has periodically been promoted in social 
policy as fundamental to human services practice (White 1990, pp.181-183; Bessant 
2003).  
This thesis is a case study of one such construct, or ‘big idea’, prominent in 
Australian human service programming during the 1980s and 1990s. There is 
evidence to suggest that these ‘big ideas’, while appearing to be to be a self-evident 
‘good’, and providing a degree of utility for management, do not bed down in 
practice. It will be demonstrated that rights for human service users did not bed down 
as a language, nor as a framework for practice, by those in the non-profit human 
service contexts central to its delivery, namely the front-line workers. This thesis also 
provides some insight into why other policy ideals that involve a key role by front-
line workers tend to achieve partial adoption at best, with ceremonial conformity the 
norm.  
                     
1
 The acronym SUR will be used in the thesis as shorthand for ‘service user rights’. SUR refers to those 
rights which service users are attributed as having in a particular service delivery context. Specific 
funding programs, services, auspicing organisations and front-line workers have their own 
interpretations of what these rights are.  
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In the latter half of the 1980s and in the 1990s, SUR strategies were explicitly 
pursued in a range of Australian human service program areas, including those 
associated with aged care (nursing homes, hostels and Home and Community Care 
(HACC) services), crisis and transitional accommodation services, health services, 
disability services, alternative care, and public housing. There were similar consumer 
or client rights trends in other countries (Hart 1984; Biehal & Sainsbury 1991). 
The SUR agenda involved the identification and promotion of SUR, together with 
the requirement in a number of large national programs for services to develop or 
adopt statements of rights and responsibilities, rights-oriented service standards, or 
rights-recognising quality assurance processes. The advent of the Howard government 
saw continuity of these requirements in some program settings (for example in the 
Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) — see National Evaluation 
Team 1999), a shift away from them in some others (for example in the aged care area 
— see Kendig & Duckett 2001), and the development of new service delivery 
programs where the language of client focus was preferred. 
During the Hawke–Keating period the user rights agenda was largely represented 
in industry and academic literature as being a self-evident good (Gibson 1995), 
though one which faced a range of implementation challenges. Austin (1994), in a 
study regarding the nature of complaints and complaints procedures in 
accommodation and support services, concluded that a ‘user rights culture’ was 
required in order for user rights to be realised. Gibson, Turrell and Jenkins (1993), in 
relation to Commonwealth-funded nursing homes, found improved commitment by 
management to residents’ rights, and greater participation by residents were 
accompanied by a range of formidable constraints on the delivery of rights. The major 
categories of constraint were conflicts of interest involving professional values and 
resident decision making; the inexperience of service users in respect of advocacy; 
limitations associated with resources; and the lack of a viable consumer movement.  
 The importance of front-line workers to the implementation of practice-oriented 
policy is well recognised (Lipsky 1980; Ham & Hill 1993; Brodkin 1997). While a 
substantial amount of program and industry literature has discussed various 
implementation aspects of the SUR agenda, there has been very little critical 
examination of how this agenda was understood and responded to by those who had 
direct contact with the users of human services, namely front-line workers. Research 
incorporating the perspectives of front-line practitioners is relatively limited, and has 
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tended to focus on one particular right (for example Shemmings 1991, in relation to 
the right to access records; Austin 1994, in relation to the right to complain), or on 
government and statutory settings, rather than in non-profit organisations.  
This thesis examines the understandings that front-line workers came to have of 
the SUR agenda, the place rights had in their practice, and the factors they saw as 
affecting their practice in relation to SUR. This exploration extends to the broader 
project of understanding the relationship between front-line workers’ orientations and 
emerging theories about the governance of social policy in Australia.  
The analytic framework for this exploration draws on a number of theoretical 
domains (see figure 1.1):  
• Elucidation of a particular aspect of Australian social policy. During the 
Hawke–Keating period, SUR ideals and statements were developed in various 
Commonwealth human service programs with the requirement that they be 
implemented by funded non-government services. 
• Theories of governance that have been suggested as underpinning social 
policy at this time, in particular New Public Management (NPM). 
• Theory regarding the changing relationship of non-profit human services to 
the state. The delivery of direct care services during this period was 
increasingly made through non-government services via particular funding 
programs.  
• Theories of front-line bureaucracy and practice, particularly as these relate to 
non-profit human service front-line workers. 
• Theory relating to the practice values of human service workers, and the 
subset of practice values in relation to young service users. 
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Figure 1.1  
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mask the continuity in practice and purpose (Jamrozik 1983, p.69). 
 
Conversely, the use of old terminology may mask discontinuities or development. 
This conception–action interface exists against a backdrop of interest in the nature of 
shifts in the relations between the state, its citizens, and non-government agencies. A 
new welfare regime has been heralded as emerging with non-profit organisations at its 
centre, and as requiring critical research into the operations and practices in such 
settings (McDonald & Marston 2002, p.387). 
The non-profit sector has been chosen as a focus for this study, given the centrality 
that non-profit agencies have in delivering personal care services in Australia. 
Further, they are critically located in the shifting relations between the neo-liberal 
state and its citizens (McDonald & Marston 2002, p.377). 
The focus on young service users arises from this age-based demographic often 
being the target of initiatives oriented at welfare state reconstruction. The winding 
back of entitlements, the introduction of reciprocal obligations, and shifts to make 
people peripheral to the economy more dependent on families, all occurred in respect 
of young people first. It can thus be argued that the relationship of this cohort to the 
state is indicative of later trends. In addition, the focus on young people, who are 
increasingly being defined in terms of their connection to family and education, 
provides the opportunity to explore the interface between SUR and relational contexts 
of practice.  
Young people’s relationships to the core Australian social institutions of work 
(Sweet 1991, Jamrozik 1998), school (Slee 1995; Wyn & White 1997), family 
(Hartley & Wolcott 1994), and the public domain (National Crime Prevention 1999 in 
relation to public space) have changed substantially in recent decades. Labour market 
and income support rights have diminished for young people since the mid-1980s, and 
been replaced by concerted attempts to bolster the connection between young people 
and the core non-work institutions of school and family (Wyn & White 1997). In this 
sense, the social policy approach to young people can be characterised as having 
taken on a more relational focus (Carney 1994), in that young people are no longer 
seen as members of the full-time labour market, but rather as economically and 
socially dependent for longer periods on parents and ‘adult’-managed structures. 
Hence their relationships, particularly with their families and with education 
providers, become of primary importance. 
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A raft of human service programs were focused on young people during the period 
of this study. Most of these programs have had to orient to, or respond in some way 
to, this relational agenda. The Adolescent Mediation and Family Therapy Program 
(AMFT), initiated as part of Labor’s Social Justice Strategy of 1989, and the Youth 
Homeless Pilot Programs (later Reconnect) are examples of such an explicit relational 
approach.  
It is against this broad shift in orientation that rights for young service users are 
investigated. While many user rights issues apply generally to all human services 
users who have little power, young people have been seen as a distinct target group in 
human services. Age, it has been argued, is most important as a principle of social 
organisation in relation to groups ‘dependent on, and peripheral to, the economy’ 
(Smith 1968, p.18). The way front-line workers view the various young people they 
work with may influence their understandings and practices in relation to service user 
rights.  
 
Questions to be pursued 
 
The core questions investigated in this thesis are: 
• How did front-line practitioners understand and respond to the application of 
service user rights requirements to their practice settings? 
• What factors shaped these understandings and responses? 
• What broader analysis of the nexus between program administration and 
human service practice does the data support? 
 
Thesis structure 
 
Chapters 2–10 of this thesis are structured in the following way. 
Chapter 2 outlines the development of an SUR focus in Australian human service 
programs during the 1980s and 1990s. The welfare state context of this development 
is examined, drawing on governance theory, in particular that of New Public 
Management.   
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Chapter 3 considers the position of front-line workers in the delivery of SUR and 
the key influences constraining and facilitating their everyday practice in relation to 
client rights.  
Chapter 4 outlines the methodology, which is mixed and broadly interpretive in 
approach. The data comprises three parts: an analysis of program documentation; 23 
semi-structured interviews with front-line workers from sampled 
programs/locations/organisations; and an analysis of service documents provided by 
the sampled workers. This data is supplemented by interviews with a small number of 
managers from organisations that contained more than one of the sampled services, as 
well as one interview with a consumer advocacy service worker. These interviews 
were conducted to assist in the analysis of interviews with front-line workers. 
Chapter 5 examines the SUR policies of the sampled human service programs. The 
programs are the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP), Home and 
Community Care (HACC), the Adolescent Mediation and Family Therapy Program 
(AMFT), and the Youth Homeless Pilot Programme2 (YHPP). Data is presented from 
the content analysis of relevant policy documents, and core program documents such 
as strategic plans, program framework documents, and evaluation reports.  
Chapter 6 examines the SUR policies of the sampled services. Data is presented 
from the content analysis of relevant service and auspice organisation documents.  
Chapter 7 examines the sampled concepts and views of front-line practitioners 
about service user rights. These are analysed using a range of descriptors identified in 
Chapter 3.  
Chapter 8 examines front-line workers’ accounts of their practice in terms of 
whether this facilitates or undermines the affording of service user rights.  
Chapter 9 considers the factors that influenced the way front-line workers 
understood and explained the place of rights in their practice. It also examines the 
way workers’ espoused positions about particular service user rights fit with their 
accounts of everyday practice realities, worries and challenges.   
Chapter 10 considers the implications of the data for theorising about front-line 
practice in human services, and about the way front-line practice and its contexts 
mediate policy intentions.  
                     
2
 The Howard Government, which initiated the YHPP in 1996, preferred the traditional English 
spelling of programme.  
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Significance of this thesis 
 
The study does not attempt to draw generalised conclusions, but rather provides insight 
into a phenomenon. However, it does inform the understanding of the nexus between 
human service policy and front-line practice, and assists in theorising about the 
relationship between emergent ideas on human service delivery and front-line service 
delivery, particularly where the service users are young people.  
The desirability of SUR has received only the most limited analytical attention 
(Gibson 1995). Assessing desirability requires an examination of the assumptions on 
which SUR is based, as well as an evaluation of how coherent these are in relation to 
user outcomes and the service context. It has been suggested that SUR strategies, 
rather than being positive, could result in the development of organisationally 
protective practices, and an adversarial relationship between providers and users, in a 
context where a partnership relationship is required for quality outcomes (Wilding 
1994, p.69). Gibson (1995) argues that the major value of service user rights is 
rhetorical in nature and that the application to vulnerable groups is problematic if 
based on the assumption of individual agency. 
Where an SUR perspective has been present, critical analysis of the concept itself 
has been largely absent. The bulk of the literature tends to accept rather pragmatically 
that a user rights agenda exists, that it is a good and achievable agenda, and that the 
major issues lie with developing and resourcing the various mechanisms for 
implementation. In the shifting landscape of the mixed-economy welfare state, such 
uncritical acceptance is insufficient, given that the perennial issues of service 
accountability and impact need continued consideration, from both the applied and the 
theoretical points of view:  
 
… we need to be asking what are the effects of competition, and what is 
happening to client rights, public accountability and procedural fairness in 
the ‘black box’ of community-based provision (McDonald & Marston 2002, 
p.387).  
 
The significance of this thesis is on two levels. The first is in illuminating the way 
front-line workers in non-profit agencies consider the place of rights-talk in their 
practice. The second is in developing a better understanding of the implications of 
applying neo-liberal policy constructs to front-line human services practice. Such a 
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focus is part of the broader project of addressing what Brodkin (2000, p.1) terms 
‘critical gaps in our understanding of policies and how they work’.  In human services 
the examination of policy that is directed at the way practice is undertaken needs to 
consider the contexts of its implementation.  
 
By focusing on specific institutions and the informal, lower-level routines 
through which they create policy at the point of delivery, it is possible to give 
greater transparency to policies that are otherwise opaque, and to provide a 
fuller picture of how policy is produced and experienced (Brodkin 2000, p.1).  
 
I hope that this thesis will assist in theorising about the development of a better 
understanding of the nexus between public administration and delivery of human 
services, and how this was understood during the latter part of the twentieth century in 
Australia.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Chapter One has outlined the tasks of the thesis. Policy relating to human services 
provision periodically asserts a particular logic, which to be implemented must be 
incorporated into the fabric of front-line practice. The core interest of this study is in 
the way such ideas, promoted as self-evidently worthwhile, interact with the various 
contexts of front-line practice. The case selected for exploration is that of service user 
rights, which was promoted as an element of Commonwealth human service program 
logic during the Hawke–Keating governments, and remains embedded to various 
degrees in Commonwealth and State programs.  
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  Chapter 2 
 
The emergence of service user rights 
 
This thesis is a case study examining the broader proposition that ideas about the 
delivery of human services, encapsulated as formal requirements of program logic, 
often fail to account for the factors that most influence the everyday practice of front-
line workers. The case is that of service user rights (SUR) requirements on front-line 
workers in Australian non-profit human services.  
The first task of this study is to describe the SUR phenomenon, and locate it within 
its various historical and analytic contexts. SUR was an explicit device within 
Commonwealth-funded non-government-delivered human services programs during 
the late 1980s and 1990s. The factors that contributed to its emergence in Australian 
human service programs, and to its particular character in the Australian context, will 
be considered. It will be argued that SUR is best understood as a manifestation of, and 
device to assist in, the application of new public management (NPM) to government-
funded social programs. As with some other ideas that have been adopted as part of 
the policy logic within social programs, SUR failed to assume a central place in front-
line practice. This thesis examines the reasons for this failure. The chapter concludes 
with the first of several propositions that will guide the data collection and analysis. 
 
Service user rights terminology 
 
‘User rights’, ‘consumer rights’, ‘resident rights’, and ‘client rights’ are various 
terms used in different Australian human service sectors or programs to refer to the 
rights attributed to users of particular services. The term ‘service user rights’ (SUR) is 
used in this thesis to emphasise the rights of the service user, in relation to the service 
delivery process. The nature of SUR has been subjected to little in-depth academic 
consideration. The most in-depth analysis has been by Gibson (1995, 1998) in the 
context of her extensive involvement as a consultant and researcher on SUR in 
relation to aged care and Australian nursing homes and hostels in particular. This is 
the subject of further analysis in Chapter 3, where SUR is located within rights theory.  
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The emergence of service user rights policies in Australia 
 
By the time SUR entered the logic of human service programs during the1980s, the 
Australian public sector had been under relentless examination, challenge and change 
for a decade (Orchard 1998, p.111; Wilenski 1988). The literatures on public 
administration and the welfare state have paid substantial empirical and normative 
attention to the nature of the changes, the ideas that underpinned them, and whether 
they reflected a fundamental and irreversible shift in the way governance was 
undertaken in Australia and elsewhere (Yeatman 1987, p.339).  
It is argued in this thesis that SUR was a particular manifestation of a managerialist 
form of NPM, influential during the Hawke, and to a lesser extent, the Keating 
governments. As depicted in Figure 2.1, its specific character was a result of various 
influences that promoted ‘rights’ as a mechanism for both social progress and 
increased accountability of funded services to government. Along with associated 
mechanisms such as ‘standards’, this was seen as necessary in a period where 
traditional government control of service delivery was weakening through the 
preference for non-government provision, but when the concerted use of contracting, 
and associated accountability mechanisms such as quality assurance, were yet to fully 
develop. In this sense SUR was a strategy of time-limited prominence, sandwiched 
between a period of heavy reliance on state-delivered services, and a contract welfare 
state (Weatherley 1994; Davis, Sullivan & Yeatman 1997).  
SUR can be understood as one particular, and relatively late, application of rights-
talk3 to program design and management. It followed, and drew on various aspects of 
rights-talk, namely human rights, administrative law rights, consumer rights and rights as 
an element of a social justice framework. Drawing on both empirical studies and analysis 
of the period, Figure 2.1 below depicts the major influences that led to the development 
of SUR policies in Commonwealth-funded human service programs. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
3
 A term used in this thesis to refer to the use of the ‘rights’ construct in a variety of contexts (see also 
Gibson 1998, p.181).  Sometimes used to refer to the proliferation of rights terminology to bolster 
moral claims (Lomasky 1987, p.8). 
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Figure 2.1 Factors influencing the emergence of SUR policies         
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that underpinned this development in Australia, and so provide a backdrop for 
examining the way SUR was operationalised by particular programs, non-profit 
service providers, and front-line workers. In the previous section of this chapter, SUR 
has been located as a manifestation of the application of NPM thinking in the delivery 
of human services programs. The specific features of this will now be explored, 
together with the influence of rights-talk, a feature of this period in Australian social 
policy. 
SUR specification, and various attempts to have SUR incorporated into the front-
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strategy of configuring the relations between the government, non-government 
services, and service users in certain ways. It occurred in the context of a substantial 
increase in reliance on non-profit organisations to deliver social services, which in 
turn was part of an ongoing critique, and erosion of legitimacy for state-delivered 
services (Pollit 1993). 
 
Shifting approaches to governance 
 
The literatures on the shifting approaches to the welfare state, and the broader 
literature on models of governance driving public administration (Peters and Savoie 
1995; Rhodes 1997; Peters 2001; Daly 2003) provide a backdrop to the period of 
interest for this thesis, namely the mid-1980s to the late 1990s. There is general 
consensus in the literature on governance that the past decades have seen dynamic and 
profound change in approaches to governance, and theories about governance. 
Different models of governance variously conceptualise the source of dysfunction in 
Keynesian welfare states, the processes of policy development and implementation, 
the best ways to gain accountability, and the principles that should be prioritised for 
public interests to be best served (Peters 2001). The shift from government to 
governance (Jessop 1999, p.355) has been typified by a move away from reliance on 
formal-legal powers (Pierre and Peters 2000, p.20), as states have had to develop new 
mechanisms for control and accountability, particularly in relation to the delivery of 
programs by non-government organisations acting as agents of the state. These reflect 
a range of approaches to governance relevant to this thesis, including ones that 
emphasise the use of markets, and participatory processes (Peters 2001).  
The approaches adopted in funding programs, funded organisations, and by 
workers, to moderate the relationship between service users and service delivery can 
in part be understood as manifestations of different approaches to governance in 
operation in particular program contexts at particular times. In the next section, SUR 
will be outlined as a manifestation of an Australian version of an NPM approach to 
governance.  
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New public management (NPM) 
 
There is a substantial literature examining the character of new public management 
(NPM) in different national contexts4. The way NPM has manifested in Australia 
reflects its particular history of welfare state configuration, and its model of federal 
government. NPM has been described as a ‘loose term’, useful as a shorthand name 
for a range of administrative doctrines which dominated the public-sector reform 
agenda in many OECD countries from the late 1970s (Hood 1991, p.3), and which 
developed in response to expansionary government coming to be seen as a cause of 
social problems, rather than as a solution to them (Pierre and Peters 2001, p.2). NPM 
has been defined as: 
 
a summary description of a way of reorganising public sector bodies to bring 
their management, reporting, and accounting approaches closer to (a 
particular perception of) business methods (Dunleavy & Hood 1994, p.9).  
 
The analytic origins of NPM lie in the combination of new institutional economics5 
and business-type managerialism6 (Hood 1991, p.5). It is assumed that, through 
removal of the constraints of regulation, institutions will act in an economically 
rational manner, pursue self-interest through mutual exchange, and maximise utility 
(Adams & Hess 2001, p.13). The key doctrines of NPM have been suggested as 
(Hood 1991, p.4-5; Peters 1996, p.31): 
• the active discretionary control of organisations by professional managers who are 
‘free to manage’;  
• the use of explicit standards and measures (indicators) of performance;  
• an emphasis on output controls for results rather than procedures, involving the 
break-up of traditional centralised management structures;  
                                                 
4
 For example in relation to the United States (Pollitt 1990; Osborne & Gaebler 1992), the United 
Kingdom (Pollitt 1990; Butcher 1995; Hoggert 1996; Harris 1999), New Zealand (Walker 2002). 
5
 New institutional economics is built out of a number of theories which emphasise the importance of 
introducing incentive structures into public service provision (Rhodes 1997, p.49), and enhancing 
‘choice’, drawing on public choice theory, transactions costs theory and principal-agent theory (Hood 
1991, p.5). 
6
 Business-type managerialism refers to the use of private-sector management methods in the public 
sector (Rhodes 1997, p.48) and emphasises management as a separate professional area of expertise, 
which is portable rather than grounded in a particular subject area, and which requires discretionary 
power to achieve results (Hood 1991, p.6; Peters & Waterman 1982). This is achieved through the 
application of increasingly sophisticated information, organisational and material technologies (Pollitt 
1990, pp. 2-3). 
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• disaggregation of the public service into corporatised units, based around ‘product 
lines’ where provision is separated from production, both internally and in respect 
to service delivery through private or quasi-private organisations;  
• the shift to competition through contracts and competitive tendering;  
• an emphasis on management practices and financial systems drawn from the 
private sector, with a requirement to ‘do more with less’, by cutting costs, and 
restricting cost demands.  
 
Of particular relevance to this thesis is the way that NPM, through the adoption of 
public choice ideals, reconfigured the relationship between individuals and the state, 
and specifically between service users and contracted service providers.  
The enhanced role of multiple quasi-autonomous markets (Le Grand & Bartlett 
1993) and agencies in delivering on behalf of the state, couched in consumerist logic, 
has been viewed as creating significant challenges for coordination, control, and 
efficiency (Peters 1996, p.41). While such decentralisation encouraged more 
autonomous decisions based on market or internal management signals, the 
managerialist version of NPM saw the need for control within the parameters of 
policy and ‘ideological directives’ from above (Peters 1996, p.40). Thus 
decentralisation, though a form of privatisation, did not necessarily mean unilateral 
deregulation (Feigenbaum, Henig & Hamnett 1999, p.54). Improved client focus, 
expressed through SUR, was one element of change to the system of accountability 
within NPM, with economic efficiency seen to depend partly on the improved 
responsiveness that this can bring (OECD 1991, p.7 cited in Hughes 1998, p.236): 
 
… the agency is itself responsible for dealing with its clients and improving 
service to them. The role of clients is increasingly seen as analogous to the 
role customers play in the private sector (Hughes 1998, pp. 236). 
 
The result was the replacement of collective approaches to accountability with an 
individualised consumer-service provider approach (Yeatman 1990; Ernst 1998, 
p.226). 
 
 User rights is a term which has emerged to represent a movement to return the 
focus of community services to the individual who requires the service … .it will 
mean a changed relationship between consumers, service providers, public 
administrators and policy makers (Adamson & Barber 1989, p.6). 
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The adoption of neo-liberal ideals within NPM was reflected in a shift from 
viewing clients as passive with entitlements in relation to the state, to viewing clients 
as active consumers who draw on support through the exercise of choice (Butcher 
1995). The application of consumerism to human services challenged bureaucratic 
and professional definitions of need (Laffin & Young 1990), and reflected the shift of 
power under NPM upwards to political masters, as well as downwards towards the 
end user (Peters 1996, p.29). The rights of people are held, not against the state, but 
against particular organisations and businesses. Accountability is achieved through 
performance measures via extensive data collection systems, and self-regulation 
(Peters 1996, p.40). Pro-consumer codes (such as those listing SUR) are one way in 
which this shift to consumerism manifested (Hood, Peters, & Wollman 1996; Jones & 
May 1992, p.321-322).  
There emerged a widely shared normative commitment to this shift from a passive 
to active service user (Gilliatt, Fenwick & Alford 2000, p.333). Part of the utility of a 
consumerist approach as an organising idea within NPM seems to arise from its 
various interpretations. Approaches to consumerism differ according to the extent to 
which power is located with the consumer, ranging from consumer sovereignty 
(Connelly 1992, p.30), to the softer consumer responsiveness. It has been argued that 
these approaches differ in their underlying neo-liberal or radical empowerment values 
(Hughes, Clarke, Lewis & Mooney in Hughes (ed.) 1998). Of salience is the appeal 
that a generalised attribution of SUR to individual users had from these quite 
divergent values positions, and that this may help to explain why SUR gained 
relatively broad support at the time of its initial promotion. 
Consumerism in UK became what Pollit (1987, p.43 in Butcher 1995, p.139) called 
‘an officially approved fashion’. The citizens’ charters, enacted in the early 1990s and 
which officially endorsed particular citizen rights, reflected a procedural conception 
of rights, such as the rights to information, complaint and redress, rather than 
substantive social rights to gain particular outcomes (Gilliatt et al. 2000, p.335). The 
rights afforded the consumer-citizen did not present the problem of open-ended claims 
on the state. A consumerist approach, analytically based on of a concept of exchange, 
has the effect that ‘public services are rendered a function of the individual, and 
atomised preferences of these consumers’ (Yeatman 1990, p.18). This can be 
empowering in contexts where consumers can, with little support, actively and 
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meaningfully influence service delivery. It has been also argued as residualising 
equity and access within the constraints of centrally determined and limited resources 
(Yeatman 1990).  
A shift from the passive to active conception of the individual citizen and service 
user not only brings the right to participate in the market, but also the requirement to 
be a ‘responsible consumer’ (Gilliatt et al. 2000, p.346). This requirement was often 
expressed in terms of the responsibilities that the receivers of services have, or that the 
extension of rights requires reciprocity with regard to skills, attitudes and behaviours 
consistent with these responsibilities. The frame of the responsible consumer poses 
significant dilemmas when the consumer is not seen as active or sufficiently 
responsible, as found in a British study of the child-as-consumer in British schools 
(Gilliett et al. 2000, p.346).  
The shift to an active conception of the individual, who has reciprocal obligations 
to the state, has prompted theorising that a participatory state model of governance is 
being employed in various public administration contexts (Peters 2001). Such a model 
of governance assumes that those ‘closest to the actual production of goods and 
services in the public sector have the greatest insight and information about the 
programs’ (Peters 1996, p.48). Enhanced participation and involvement by clients, 
workers and the public in identifying and clarifying problems, and developing and 
implementing responses are valued and pursued. Accountability from such a 
perspective relies on communicative processes, such as consumer feedback, 
involvement, and even participation rights, in place of enforceable material and 
process rights (Peters 1996, p.56). Such participation, reflecting communitarian 
values, has been advocated from politically left and right quarters as a ‘third way’ 
(Botsman & Latham 2001; Adams & Hess 2001; Peters 2001). It will be demonstrated 
in Chapter 5 that the administration of Commonwealth human service programs had 
begun to be influenced by this logic by the late 1990s.  
 
New public management in Australia 
 
An examination of the various phases of Australian administrative reform helps to 
highlight the dominant approach to Commonwealth public administration during the 
period when SUR was being actively incorporated into Commonwealth programs. 
Broadly speaking, there have been three distinct phases of public-sector reform. In the 
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1970s, reform was undertaken from a social democratic perspective, followed in the 
1980s and early 1990s by a focus on microeconomic reform and changes to the 
incentive structures in the public sector (Davis 1997). During this second period, 
Australia adopted a strain of NPM influenced by business-type managerialism, 
typified as a largely ‘top down’ (Hill 1997, p.175), and pragmatic approach to public 
administration (Hood, 1991, p.6; Pollit 1990, p.56). A third period of administrative 
reform, typified by marketisation and ‘hollowing out’ of the state, based on new 
institutional economic ideals (Rhodes 1997, p.49), has typified the years since. 
Rather than producing consistently distinctive public-sector regimes, these waves 
of change have overlaid each other and pre-existing institutional arrangements. NPM 
doctrines were adopted gradually and in an ad hoc manner from international (most 
importantly the OECD), and local influences (Davis & Rhodes 2000). Smyth’s (2002) 
analysis is that the 1980s saw a mixture of neo-liberal economic ideals emerge 
alongside a social democratic (corporatist) welfare approach. The latter involved 
costly social outlays and regulation. This ‘Australian way’ proved unstable, as these 
traditions were politically and intellectually contradictory (Smyth 2002). However, 
during the 1980s a consensus supporting microeconomic reform and liberal 
individualism emerged (Orchard 1998), which to some degree was able to traverse the 
left and right of mainstream Australian politics. 
A number of themes exist across the literature regarding the character of 
managerialism in the Hawke Labor government: 
• the challenge of balancing social and economic goals, which led to a consensus 
around microeconomic reform and the promotion of liberal individualism;   
• the use of a corporatist approach, where policies were to some degree negotiated 
with key stakeholders, most notably business and the unions;  
• the strengthening of political and management control, through an emphasis on 
corporate management, budget and financial accountability, planning processes, 
and enhanced integration and coordination of policy. 
From the time of its election in 1983, the Hawke government faced the major task 
of balancing economic management and social goals, and, particularly from its second 
term, used a corporatist and central planning approach to achieve this (Davis & 
Rhodes 2000). The government considered that better linkages were needed between 
wage, tax and welfare policies, as evident in the tri-partite Prices and Incomes Accord 
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process, which recognised investment in the social wage as a rationale for restrained 
wages demands (Healy 1998, p.9). Social programs were also more tightly linked to 
economic objectives, as reflected in the Cass review of social security (Cass 1986). 
This sought a more integrated approach to social and economic policy, and a welfare 
regime grounded in full employment (Smyth 2002, p.437). At the same time 
principles of access and equity were actively promoted.  
A raft of initiatives were introduced by the first Hawke government to strengthen 
political and management control. These included merit-based senior public service 
appointments, the requirement of departments to formulate equal opportunity plans 
and avoid unjustified discrimination, enhanced strategic review processes to give 
Cabinet and Ministers more control, and the introduction of a forward estimates 
system so that Parliament had access to much more detailed management and 
program budgeting information (Zifcak 1994, pp. 23-24). Corporate planning, 
program management and budgeting processes oriented to the better articulation of 
program objectives, performance measures and evaluation were also introduced in this 
first term (Keating 1993, p.7). Economic thinking came to dominate program and 
service departments of the Commonwealth (Orchard 1998, p.117) through the 
Financial Management Improvement Program (FMIP), and set the scene for 
managerial reform oriented to results and the application of economic logic to the 
reform approach adopted in budget-funded agencies (Harmen 1993, p.23), such as 
those delivering community and social services. 
The reforms also embodied themes of consolidation and enhanced program control 
(Kendig & Duckett 2001, pp. 9-10). In July 1987, a major restructure of 
Commonwealth government administration was announced, with the number of 
departments being reduced from 28 to 18 (Keating 1993, p.1). The stated objectives of 
this integration included the achievement of administrative efficiencies and savings, 
tighter control and coordination of policy priorities by government, more integrated 
policy advice, and improved budget processes (Keating 1993, p.2; Hawke 1987, p.12). 
One of the resultant ‘mega-departments’ was the Department of Health and 
Community Services. This brought together Government responsibilities for 
institutions and community-based services in aged care and disability services 
respectively, and was seen as providing the basis for program rationalisation and 
integration, and enhanced service delivery (Keating 1993, p.5, citing personal 
communication from the then Secretary to the Department), and the seeking of 
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consistency of procedures across programs (Craswell & Davis 1993, p.192). It was 
within this department that an enthusiasm for SUR was translated into policy.  
There was also substantial pressure on the government to contain the costs of 
social care programs associated with the cost of institutional care (Healy 2002), and 
rising levels of need (Kendig & Duckett 2001, pp. 9-10). Various smaller and 
relatively uncoordinated initiatives that supported out-of-home accommodation and 
support were consolidated through legislation into large funding programs examples 
being the Supported Accommodation Program (SAAP), the Home and Community 
Care Program (HACC), Disability Services, and Aged Care. This allowed for 
enhanced program control by the Commonwealth (Kendig & Duckett 2001, p.10). 
These programs, which funded service delivery by non-government agencies, all 
made an explicit commitment to SUR principles in the latter half of the 1980s. In 
summary the immediate context for the emergence of a SUR agenda was the 
development of large human services programs that brought the opportunity and need 
for new administrative and accountability processes. 
 
Concerns about abuse of service users 
 
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, there had been substantial public debate and a 
number of government-sponsored inquiries into the experiences and treatment of 
older people (Braithwaite, Makkai, Braithwaite, & Gibson 1993, p.2) and people with 
disabilities (Evans 1989, p.250). SUR initiatives of the Commonwealth in areas such 
as SAAP and HACC, as part of much broader policy reform processes, largely 
derived their impetus and legitimacy from these debates and inquiries7. In relation to 
aged care, the Commonwealth Auditor-General reported in 1981 that the 
Commonwealth had failed to gain value for the funding of nursing homes. The House 
of Representatives Standing Committee on Expenditure report In a Home or at Home 
(McLeay 1982) detailed abuse of frail older adults in nursing homes and other 
institutions, while the Senate Select Committee on Private Hospitals and Nursing 
Homes (Senate Select Committee on Private Hospitals and Nursing Homes 1985) 
reported on allegations of lack of care, and set out a 10-year reform strategy to 
develop outcome standards, residents’ rights and advocacy mechanisms (Braithwaite 
                                                 
7
 The link between these is retrospectively acknowledged in speeches and documentation of the late 
1980s, and early 1990s. For example Staples (1990, p.2).  
 21 
et al. 1993; Ronalds 1989). In 1982 the ‘Richmond Report’ was released as a result of 
an inquiry into allegations of abuse of disable people in NSW institutions. The report 
argued that many people in institutions did not need to be there (Evans 1989, p.258). 
Policies of deinstitutionalisation were subsequently pursued. 
 
 SUR as an amalgam of various forms of ‘rights-talk’  
 
The inclusion of SUR as part of the ensuing logic arises out of the confluence of 
various sources of rights-talk during this period. The effect of this was to include 
various types of rights under a SUR banner, a characteristic that will be demonstrated 
later in this thesis as contributing to there being little operational clarity in SUR 
policies. 
In the political context of the 1980s, social democratic and various rights-
promoting dynamics, reflected in the Labor government’s policy objective of 
achieving greater social justice, gave particular salience to rights-talk. SUR made 
political sense, in that it presented as socially progressive, while simultaneously 
operationalising NPM logic. British analysis has found that the introduction of NPM 
business-oriented managerial techniques was in part defended through the language of 
individual rights (Gilliatt, Fenwick & Alford 2000, p.334). It is suggested that SUR, 
with its emphasis on individual rights, fitted with a devolution of decision-making 
(though not policy-making) power, away from central bureaucracy and rational-legal 
authority, while assisting with the acceptability of NPM to a range of parties involved 
in social policy processes. In Australia it has been argued that the Hawke government 
drew on consumer ideology, and supported the rights of service users as part of an 
effort to overcome opposition by provider groups to its reform agenda, and to appeal 
to public opinion (Gibson 1998 in respect of aged care; Bleasdale & Tomlinson 1999 
in respect of disability).  
During the formative years of SUR policy development, various arenas of rights-talk 
influenced the policy processes, creating an environment conducive to the application 
of rights-talk in non-government human services programs. Four locations of rights-
talk and their influence on the emergence of SUR are briefly canvassed below. These 
are: 
• Social democratic ideals and social justice policies; 
• The consumer rights movement; 
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• The human rights movement; and  
• Administrative law reform. 
 
Social democratic ideals, and social justice policies  
 
The economic downturn of the latter half of the 1970s provided a receptive climate 
for addressing public-sector efficiencies and restraining public expenditure (Zifcak 
1994, p.26). An influential leftist intellectual of the time, Wilensky (1980) argued that 
reform was necessary and should be directed towards achieving greater equity, 
efficiency and democracy (for example, see Orchard 1998, p.113). These three 
administrative principles, defined below, were reflected in many of the specific 
reforms of the Hawke period of government.  
 
A more efficient administration: an administration which is capable of 
effectively and creatively meeting the tasks of modern government with as little 
waste and misuses as possible of resources, both human and financial.  
 
A more democratic administration: an administration in which the major 
policy decisions and the allocation of resources are made by ministers as 
elected representatives of the people; and secondly (since ministers cannot 
take or supervise all decisions), a more representative and diverse 
bureaucracy whose decisions are more open to public influence, to public 
scrutiny, and to appeal. 
 
A more equitable administration: an administration which is just and fair with 
its own employees and applicants for employment, and with individual citizens 
and groups relying on the services it provides (Wilenski 1985, p.3 in Yeatman 
1990, p.3).  
 
The corporatist style of the Hawke government can to some extent be seen as both 
reflecting these principles, and as a site for contestation and changing emphasis 
between them. Wilenski’s analysis reflects the coexistence of social democratic and 
libertarian agendas (Orchard 1998, p.123). From 1983 to 1996, Labor maintained an 
espoused commitment to social justice, while simultaneously applying NPM thinking 
to program management and reform. Social justice tenants espoused were the 
equitable distribution of economic resources, fair and equal access to essential 
community services, equal rights for all, and the opportunity for all to participate in 
personal development, community life and decision-making (Department of Finance 
and Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 1989, p.3). From the late 1980s a 
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series of social justice and access and equity statements, strategies and plans were 
produced as part of budget and departmental planning processes8. In some 
documentation SUR was explicitly located as part of this social justice policy agenda9.  
The nature and value of the Hawke government reforms have been extensively 
examined (Stewart 1994; Davis et al. 1993; Yeatman 1990). It has been argued that 
negative reaction to the state-centric mode of reform utilised by the Hawke/ Keating 
governments was in part managed by appeals to greater equity, increased service 
responsiveness, and greater public participation (Yeatman 1990, p.2).  
 
The consumer rights movement 
 
The linkage between the consumer affairs movement and the Commonwealth 
government’s approach to SUR in human services has not been the subject of 
particular investigation. However, it is clear that, during the 1980s, consumer rights 
gained significant status in official policy-making forums of the Hawke government, 
and that consumer-oriented thinking was explicit in Commonwealth policy of this 
period. A brief discussion of this illustrates the presence of consumer rights as one 
form of rights-talk influencing the Hawke government.  
In developed countries, consumer affairs has generally related to fair trading in the 
market place, and to consumer health and safety (Wood 2000, pp. 30-1). In the United 
States President Kennedy defined the rights of consumers of goods and services as the 
rights to safety, to be informed, to choose, and to be heard (Federal Bureau of 
Consumer Affairs 1993; Wood 2000, p.35). During the 1980s, the consumer rights 
movement in Australia, active since the 1950s, had access to a very wide range of 
policy and regulatory-related policy processes. During the first part of the 1980s, 
consumer peak bodies called for reform of the legal and health professions (Brown & 
Panetta 2000, p.14), and through the consumer peak body the Australian Federation of 
Consumer Organisations (AFCO), were represented at the key Hawke government 
consensus mechanisms of the National Economic Summit, and the subsequent 
Economic Planning Advisory Council (Hawke 1984). The second half of the 1980s 
signified a broadening of focus from product-centred issues, to issues related to 
professional services, including health, finance, communications, the law, and 
                                                 
8
 Published under the title of ‘Towards a Fairer Australia’ from the 1989 Commonwealth budget. 
9
 For example, the Minimum Outcomes Booklet, Disability Services Program, DCSH 1991, p.11. 
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environmental sustainability (Brown & Panetta 2000, pp. 17-18). This policy 
environment emphasised deregulation, realised through a cooperative approach 
involving the industry in question, the relevant government agency and consumer 
representatives (1988 AFCO Symposium proceedings foreword, cited in Brown & 
Panetta 2000, p.20). The main ideas driving the Australian consumer movement in the 
1980s are argued to be economic rationalism, deregulation, privatisation and smaller 
government (Brown & Panetta 2000, p.21). Corresponding with a shift to a more 
market-oriented form of NPM, the 1990s saw a shift to what Smith (2000, p.3) refers 
to as ‘light touch’ regulation, and industry self-regulation.  
Consumerism was a strong element within the notions of what was needed, and 
was a contributing logic to the development of new legislative provisions for 
disability and aged care services (Bleasdale & Tomlinson 1999, p.56).  Service users 
came to be commonly referred to as ‘consumers’ (Department of Community Services 
and Health 1990). 
 
The human rights movement 
 
Human rights assumed an important position in Australia’s international and 
domestic legal regime in the period following World War II, with Commonwealth 
Government being a signatory to various international human rights instruments10. 
The Government actively supported the human rights agenda establishing the Human 
Rights Commission in 1981, replaced by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission (HREOC) in 1986 (HREOC 1989, p.3). Government support for human 
rights initiatives was accompanied and encouraged by submissions to government and 
activism by community advocates11.  
Human rights ideals underpinned some Commonwealth legislation from the 1970s, 
and extended to community services legislation in the mid- 1980s with the Disability 
Services Act 1986. There came to be an explicit acknowledgement of human rights in 
                                                 
10
 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR) (came into force for Australia 13 August 1980), Optional Protocol ICCPR (came into force 
23 March 1976). 
11
 For example, the VCOSS report to the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty chaired by Professor 
Henderson in 1975 (Benjamin & Morton 1975, p.76), where the human rights basis for service access 
was promoted. Also the disability rights movement consolidated in 1983 as Disabled Peoples’ 
International  (Australia) Ltd, its vision based on relevant UN declarations and instruments (Newell 
1996, p.429).  
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Commonwealth community services programs (for example DCSH 1987; DCSH 
1991).  
The application of human rights thinking to children and young people during the 
late 1980s culminated with Australia becoming a signatory of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CROC) in 1990 (Alston 1991). Human rights arguments and 
logic remained strong through the 1990s, most clearly in non-government advocacy 
(Brewer & Swain 1993). Substantial public attention was paid to the experience of 
children and young people in a wide variety of social institutions and contexts 
drawing on human rights principles12.  Endorsement of the rights status of children 
and young people through CROC had a degree of controversy attached to it (Alston 
1991, p.2).  
 
Administrative law reform 
 
Administrative law reforms delivered a range of rights to the users of government 
services during the 1970s and 1980s. Most Australian jurisdictions enacted reforms, 
which included the opportunity to appeal decisions through judicial review13 and 
ombudsmen avenues14, access to (freedom of) information provisions15 (Bell & 
Watchirs 1988), anti-discrimination legislation, Children’s Commissioners, and 
income support review and appeal processes16, to name a few. The emphasis in 
administrative law is on process rights derived from principles of natural justice. 
These include the right to be heard, to know the case raised and arguments presented, 
and to have the right to respond (Swain 1995, pp. 256-259).  
These regulatory initiatives generally did not provide rights or protections to the users 
of non-government human services (Saunders 1993, p.221).  The inclusion of SUR in 
human service program logic can be seen as the extension of a ‘soft’ non-legal form of 
these administrative rights into non-government service provision and decision-making. 
The various lists of SUR that were developed in community service programs included 
rights that were derived from administrative law principles (see Chapter 5). These 
                                                 
12
 As evidenced by reports of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, and the National 
Children’s and Youth Law Centre. 
13
 The Administrative Appeals Tribunal was established in 1975 to review the decisions of 
Commonwealth and in some circumstances State Ministers. Also the Commonwealth Administrative 
Decisions (Judicial Review) Act 1977. 
14
 The Commonwealth Ombudsman Act (1976). 
15
 The Commonwealth Freedom of Information Act (1982). 
 
 26 
included the service users’ right to access information the service held about them 
(mirroring freedom of information provisions), and the right to make complaints about 
decisions made about them (mirroring appeal of administrative decisions provisions). 
The argument that administrative law rights should be extended to cover young 
people’s use of non-government services was actively promoted as important in the 
early 1990s, as evidenced by the following submission to the Queensland Electoral 
and Administrative Review Commission.  
It is not just families and the organs of government that fail to listen to 
young people, that fail to allow young people to be heard on matters 
affecting them. Many non-government services established for youth 
are guilty of similar neglect. Youths who are resident in supported 
accommodation or refuges, or clients of youth services, are frequently 
the subject of significant decisions relating to matters such as the 
provision of services or the manner in which services are provided or 
eviction from accommodation, without any right to be heard by the 
decision-maker. 
Because the delivery of personal services is increasingly being 
transferred to the non-government sector, it is essential that the basic 
safeguards of the new administrative law which regulate relations 
between the citizen and the state are given effect to in the non-
government sector. These safeguards include the right to information, 
the right to reasons for decisions, the right to be heard and the right to 
appeal to an independent decision-maker (O’Connor 1991b, p.65-66). 
 
 Later in the 1990s, some States established commissions of review, providing a 
limited capacity for the users of government-funded non-profit services in some 
jurisdictions to complain about, or appeal, the decisions of these services. The 
Queensland Children’s Commission and NSW Community Services Commission are 
examples.  
 
The incorporation of SUR logic into Commonwealth programs 
 
The Commonwealth Department of Community Services was consolidated from a 
number of activities across government in late 1985, and brought together programs 
for the aged, people with disabilities, families with children and homeless people 
(DCSH 1987, p.1). As part of taking what was described as a more coordinated 
approach the Department undertook a range of reviews and attempted to develop a 
comprehensive SUR strategy across its portfolio (DCSH 1987, p.1).  The place of 
aged care in this process was central (DCS Office for the Aged 1987). In November 
1986, the Department of Community Services funded the First (and only) National 
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Conference on User Rights (Adamson and Barber 1989). In 1987, following the 
formation of the amalgamated Department of Community Services and Health, the 
Department released a discussion paper (DCSH Hospitals and Residential Programs 
Division 1987) which summarised user rights theory and program practice at that 
time, and proposed a framework for user rights across the new department. This 
attempt at a co-ordinated approach was short lived. From 1987 SUR was approached 
on a program by program basis (as with SAAP and HACC), or on a sector basis (as 
with the disability, and nursing home sectors). The approach taken to SUR in nursing 
homes was particularly comprehensive and was part of a much larger Aged Care 
Reform Strategy (Gibson 1998, p.34). 
By mid-1988, SUR was an explicit part of the Commonwealth vernacular in most 
of its large non-government human service programs delivered through non-
government agencies17. In the following years, SUR was embedded through a variety 
of mechanisms such as legislation, Commonwealth–State agreements, program 
standards, service contracts, and the funding of training. The approach to SUR 
differed somewhat for different target groups, service types, and funding programs 
(Correll & Bourke 1992; McDonald & Crane 1995). The characteristics of SUR in the 
various sampled programs is detailed in Chapter 5.  
 Such developments were not confined to Australia. A number of other countries 
adopted SUR in social programs, although the way in which SUR manifested was 
variable. The reason why user rights emerged in any one nation has been found to reflect 
cultural and political specificities (Gibson 1995). Comparative analysis of the United 
States and Australian aged care sectors, for example, found that a strong consumer rights 
movement, a large private sector, numerous scandals and a history of litigation explained 
the earlier attention to aged care user rights policies in the US (Gibson 1995, p.3).  
In Australia there was no overarching legislation or political leadership driving the 
SUR agenda, as there was in Britain (citizen charters), and the United States 
(consumer rights legislation). Rather, SUR was initiated as an element within the 
logic of particular social programs of the Hawke governments, and the particular 
program expression of SUR was negotiated sector by sector, in the corporatist mode 
then favoured. Brennan (in Smyth & Cass 1998, p.136) argues that the shift to a 
consumerist view of citizenship — where people were ‘regarded as isolated 
                                                 
17
 This does not include employment support programs such as CYSS and its successor Skillshare. 
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individuals, each intent on pursuing their own self-interest and maximising their 
gains’, rather than citizens with collective interests — became evident during the 
Keating period, and coincided with promotion of the idea of ‘active citizenship’. 
There was little systematic or detailed extrapolation of the meaning of service user 
rights in the period of its initial adoption within programs (Gibson 1995). While 
extensive attention had been given to the rights held by citizens in relation to the state, 
often referred to as ‘welfare rights’ or ‘social rights’ (Marshall 1965), there was 
virtually no detailed academic or industry consideration of SUR at the time. Rather, 
Commonwealth sources, consultants to Commonwealth programs, or industry 
advocates, offered short, and relatively descriptive statements of definition. As briefly 
canvassed below, these described SUR, generally referred to simply as ‘user rights’, 
in terms of constituent rights, component parts, or intended effect.  
Consistent with social democratic ideals, the explicit rationale of the 
Commonwealth in the latter half of the 1980s described the purpose of SUR as 
contributing to the achievement of citizenship and human rights. SUR was defined as 
including, but not limited to, the narrower notion of consumer rights. From this 
perspective, SUR comprised any rights relevant to the user’s access to and experience 
of service delivery: 
 
In the area of community services, the term ‘user rights’ covers rights of users 
or clients of those services. Some of these rights may be considered human 
rights, others may be considered primarily as consumer or legal rights 
(Department of Community Services and Health [DCSH] 1987, p.3). 
 
This approach located SUR within the broader project of affording everyone, 
regardless of impediment or frailty, the same entitlements as other citizens, and 
highlighted the role that target-group-specific services could play in this (for example, 
see Skene 1991, p.310):  
 
User rights … is about ensuring that those fundamental human, legal and 
consumer rights and entitlements enjoyed by all Australian citizens are also 
enjoyed by people with disabilities (DCSH 1991, p.11).  
 
 In the initial period of SUR development, the framework proposed by the 
Commonwealth Department of Community Services and Health saw SUR as a system of 
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component parts, all of which played a role in enabling such rights to be claimed18. Such 
a system included the following as elements in a user rights framework: information 
about available services; explicit agreed standards of service; service agreements; 
advocacy services and dispute resolution and complaints mechanisms, supported by the 
education and training of service users, service providers and departmental staff; user 
participation in the development of policy; the review and evaluation of programs, and 
user participation in management (DCSH 1987, pp. 16-19).  
SUR were generally listed rather than defined. This was consistent with human 
rights declarations and covenants, which also tended to place various rights in 
unprioritised lists, inferring they were on ‘equal footing’, and indivisible (Freeden 
1991, p.103). In reality many were derivative of each other, or inter-related. Some 
authors distinguished two categories of SUR: first those the service user had in 
relation to service delivery; and second the rights necessary for the first set of rights to 
be claimed (Saunders 1993; Gibson, Turrell & Jenkins 1993, p. 77; McDonald & Crane 
1995, p.25). The former rights included the rights to service delivery of a particular 
character or quality, such as rights to a level of autonomy, involvement in case 
planning, non-discriminatory treatment, and access to information the service held 
about them. The second form of SUR, referred to as ‘claiming’ or ‘enabling’ rights, 
included the right to complain, as well as the rights to natural justice, and to advocacy 
support (Saunders 1993). 
 
The Howard government approach to SUR  
 
There is some evidence that funding programs under the Howard government moved 
away from SUR as an element of program logic. Social services funding programs 
under the Howard government have tended to move away from SUR as a policy. In 
the aged care area, outcome standards that had been rights-based were replaced with a 
new accreditation system (Kendig & Duckett 2001, p.13). In 1996, a Prime 
Ministerial Taskforce established an early intervention strategy to deal with youth 
homelessness, and that emphasised family reconciliation (Prime Ministerial Youth 
Homeless Taskforce 1998). A pilot program framework was developed, which 
explicitly endorsed a client-driven approach, and the use of participatory action 
                                                 
18
 For example see Saunders (1991) in her analysis of what was needed to develop a user rights system 
in SAAP.  
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research to achieve this approach (Crane 1998), but made no mention of user rights. 
Further evidence of the shift away from SUR policy is evident in the summary reports 
on welfare published by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW). The 
1997 report, the first issued after the Howard government came to power, makes no 
reference to user or consumer rights, unlike preceding reports in this series. While 
SUR remained embedded in some program areas, there appears to be a shift away 
from them being an explicit mechanism.  
 
Non-profit human service organisations as a site for SUR 
policy implementation 
 
The location of this study in non-profit agency contexts brings with it particular 
considerations and opportunities. Australia has a pluralist or mixed-economy model of 
welfare where the state, non-profit, informal and for-profit (to some degree) sectors 
all play a significant role (Healy 1998). The mid- 1980s saw a shift from agency 
funding to service funding and attempts to base such funding on outputs (Graycar & 
Jamrozik 1993, p.166). In terms of governance there was a shift from one centred on 
state delivery, to a ‘regime of guiding norms and principles’(McDonald & Marston 
2002, p.386).  
Despite pressures to adopt business-like practices referred to previously, human 
service organisations are defined more by their regulatory context than by market 
exchanges (Hasenfeld 1992, p.32).  Neo-institutional theory is particularly relevant in 
understanding the character and challenges for non-profit services during the period 
this study covers. In particular it provides explanatory power regarding the way 
particular norms (service user rights being one), may be responded to with a degree of 
ceremonial conformity, whilst not achieving their stated effect. Neo-institutional 
theory asserts that the non-profit sector constitutes an institutionalised organisational 
field that derives its legitimacy from externally and internally accepted beliefs or 
‘myths’ (McDonald 1997, p.343). Normative rules of behaviour sustained 
symbolically and ceremonially are central to ongoing legitimacy in an organisational 
field (Meyer and Rowan 1991). This is in contrast to technical fields which derive 
their legitimacy from the delivery of specified technologies and the achievement of 
particular outcomes. The application of neo-institutional theory to non-profit agencies 
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in Australia was the subject of empirical investigation by McDonald (1996, 1997), 
who concluded that: 
• The ‘old’ institutional order which emphasised non-profits as essentially worthy 
and beneficial came under threat by various processes which implied that it had 
undesirable features; 
• A range of influences in the political and public administration environments 
demanded new practices and accountability measures for funded non-profit 
organisations that were couched in terms of maximising client benefit. The result 
was deinstitutionalisation (Jepperson 1991); 
• The new organisational practices organisations were pressured to accept were 
ostensibly aimed at decreasing goal ambiguity and increasing technical specificity; 
• Through a process of re-institutionalisation pressure exists to develop a new set of 
normative rules or ‘myths’ (Oliver 1992), which legitimate market-like 
mechanisms and relationships, and are regulated through contracts. 
Rights-talk it is suggested was one manifestation of the challenge to non-profit 
agencies to re-orient to the norm of client benefit. As outlined previously in this 
chapter this was a key element within the NPM ideals promoted at the time SUR was 
popularised. There is some evidence that the SUR positions adopted in agencies 
reflected in a rather ceremonial fashion, the assumed requirements of the institutional 
(including programmatic) environment they were located in (McDonald and Crane 
1995).  Neo-institutional theory provides a useful lens for appreciating the 
relationship between policy as promoted in programs, as re-expressed in non-profit 
organisations, and as understood and applied by front-line workers.    
 
Social policy and young people  
 
This study examines the understandings and approaches to SUR of front-line 
workers in respect of service users categorised as ‘young people’. Youth has been a 
category of social policy and is itself a social construct (Sercombe, Omaji, Cooper and 
Love 2002, p.14). Most previous Australian research on SUR rights has been 
conducted in respect of older people and people with disabilities (Gibson 1998). 
Whilst it is beyond the scope of this study to consider the broad directions of 
Australian social policy in respect of young people a number of points have relevance 
for this thesis.  
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First social policy in relation to young people has, since the 1970s, become 
increasingly focused on the relationship between young people of various ages and 
situations and the core social institutions of family and schooling (Hartley & Wolcott 
1994; Brooks, Milne, Paterson, Johansson & Hart 1997). This occurred as the access 
by young people under high school leaving age to full-time work virtually 
disappeared (Crooks & Webb 1996, p.12; Bessant, Sercombe and Watts 1998, p.162) 
this a result of fundamental changes in the global and Australian economies (Bessant 
& Cook 1998, p.5). During the 1980s policy attention shifted from employment 
generation to enhancing young peoples’ employability (White 1990, pp.21-26). From 
the mid-1980s the rights of young people to income support when unemployed have 
become progressively limited (Irving, Maunders and Sherington 1995, p.251) and 
conditioned by mutual obligation provisions (Bessant 1998, p.250). Various 
allowances, junior wages and social support for young people became increasingly 
premised on family dependency and continuing family support after reaching legal 
adulthood (Bessant et al. 1998, p.191). Retention in schooling has been hotly pursued 
over the period of the study at least rhetorically by all Australian governments (House 
of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training 
1996). Early intervention into youth homelessness with a focus on continued 
connection between young people and family of origin and school emerged during the 
1990s as a preferred service development direction (see Crane, Brannock, Ray, 
Williams & Atweh 1996; HRSCCA 1995).  These are manifestations of what Carney 
(1994, p.191) has termed the emergence of a relational state. In Australia young 
people have been at the forefront of social policy effort to facilitate this, epitomised 
by being the first to be the subject of mutual obligation requirements via Work for the 
Dole.   
Second at the same time that young people were being re-defined in terms of future 
employability, their extended dependence on family, and their retention in education, 
SUR were being extended to the users of Commonwealth government funded non-
profit delivered human services. Program policies in respect of SUR generally did not 
differentiate various categories of service users and as such young people (see 
Chapter 5).  
This study remained open to the possibility that young users of human services 
may have been viewed in policy and practice as having age related characteristics that 
affected their being afforded SUR. Further this study was interested in the way the 
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implementation of SUR was affected by the relational aspects of young people’s 
situations.  
 
Proposition 1 
 
The above analysis, modelled in Figure 2.1, suggests the following proposition. This 
proposition will be examined in relation to the data in Chapter 5. 
 
Human service programs reflect a conception of SUR which results from a 
combination factors, these being the conception of rights evident in the early 
stages of the programs’ development, the dominant approach to human 
services program management at any given time, and the extent to which the 
program embodies relational goals and methods.  
 
Conclusion 
 
This chapter has mapped the influences that led to the emergence of SUR in 
Commonwealth human service programs, during the latter half of the 1980s. The 
public administration context in which SUR developed was complex, driven by a 
variety of NPM concepts. These were being incorporated into human service program 
design and management by a Labor administration pursuing microeconomic reform, 
while still espousing a commitment to a form of social justice consistent with this. 
Rights-talk, it is suggested, was used in certain policy-sensitive areas to underpin 
changes to public administration that reflected the NPM agenda. Non-profit 
organisations were seen as the most appropriate point of delivery for direct services in 
an environment where centralised welfare state expenditure had lost substantial 
legitimacy. According to neo-institutional theory the non-profit sector was itself in a 
period of change, characterised as de-institutionalisation, which brought with it 
pressure to adopt new practices and legitimising myths.  
These dynamics provide an important backdrop to the way SUR was defined and 
implemented within Commonwealth programs, and in the subsequent way SUR was 
understood and put into practice at the front line of non-profit human service 
organisations. It is to the front line of human services practice that this study now 
turns. In the next chapter, theory regarding front-line human services practice, and the 
way this accounts for espoused policy requirements, will be reviewed.    
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Chapter 3 
 
Front-line practice and service user rights 
 
Chapter 2 described the emergence of service user rights (SUR) in Australian human 
service programs, and located it as a manifestation of new public management (NPM) 
ideals being applied to those programs. This chapter switches attention to the primary 
focus of the thesis, namely to the front-line practitioners who are the direct face of 
human services. These practitioners occupy a place of special significance in the 
delivery of program ideals relating to the rights of service users.   
The chapter begins by examining theory and research on the place of front-line 
practitioners in welfare policy implementation, and specifically the nexus between the 
large amount of discretion associated with front-line work, and accountability. 
Following is an examination of the literature for factors that may shape front-line 
workers’ understandings and practice in relation to the rights of service users. A 
preliminary model is proposed to inform the study design. Finally the construct of 
‘rights’ is considered, to facilitate the later analysis of invocations of rights at the 
program, organisational and worker levels. A number of propositions are drawn from 
the literature for consideration in later chapters, in light of the data. 
 
Approaches to studying the implementation of social policy  
 
There is a substantial literature examining policy implementation19 in public 
administration (Pressman & Wildavsky 1973; Bardach 1979; Ingram 1977; Lipsky 
1978; Brodkin 1986, 1997). Some writers have distinguished top-down from bottom-
up models of studying implementation (Hanf & Toonen 1985; Ham & Hill 1993), 
while more recently a third approach, which sees implementation as an extension of 
policy politics, has emerged (Brodkin 2000), responding to the increasing delivery of 
government policy in privatised or networked settings (Provan & Milward 1995; 
O’Toole 1997). The top-down, or compliance model (Stoker 1980; Brodkin 2000), 
focuses on the ability of authority structures to effectively manage the implementation 
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 Policy implementation is defined in this study as ‘what develops between the establishment of an 
apparent intention on the part of government to do something, or to stop doing something, and the 
ultimate impact in the world of action’ (O’Toole 2000, p. 266).  
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process, and on the study of policy success or failure with a view to better managing 
the policy adoption process (Cline 2000). A bottom-up approach attends to the way 
the contexts of front-line practice mediate the delivery of policy constructs. This 
allows for an understanding of the policy–action relationship which better reflects the 
complexity facing those seeking to put policy into effect, on whom such action 
depends, and whose interests are affected by such policy (Barrett & Hill 1981, p.19). 
Street-level research can investigate policy as it is experienced (Brodkin 2000). 
Consistent with this perspective is a body of research indicating that when a policy 
‘reform’ faces substantial constraints to implementation, the response is often to 
adjust the reform to local needs and requirements (Weatherley 1979; Hudson 1989; 
Ham & Hill 1993, p.144).  
This study is located in the bottom-up tradition, which has particular relevance in 
policy delivery contexts such as community-based direct care services, where the 
primary mediating relationship for service users is with the front-line workers they 
have most contact with. While acknowledging the important and often highly 
conditioning organisational, systemic and ideological contexts in which practitioners 
operate, this approach recognises the centrality that front-line practitioners have in the 
experience of service users (as demonstrated by Rees 1978, p.141), and thus the 
importance of including front-line perspectives in the analysis of social policy. 
 
The interface between accountability and front-line discretion 
 
SUR requirements are ostensibly oriented at enhancing the chances clients have of 
holding services accountable for dealing with them in certain sorts of ways. Theory 
regarding the interface between front-line workers and service users is central to 
considering what can happen to policy constructs that attempt to redefine 
accountabilities substantially realised through direct practice. The concept of street-
level bureaucracy contributes to the thesis in terms of understanding the role that 
front-line practitioners play in mediating state–citizen relations.  
 The tension between discretion or autonomy, and control or regulation, is a feature 
of public policy (Considine 1994, p.261). In the previous chapter the advent of NPM 
oversaw a more complete separation of service delivery from policy specification, and 
the resulting challenge governments faced in maintaining control over a growing non-
government service delivery system. It has been argued that SUR was one tactic 
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utilised, and one that drew on consumer-oriented values dominant at the time. As 
outlined in Chapter 2, the approach taken to SUR involved choices in how it would 
contribute to the control of service delivery.  
Front-line practice in human service agencies has been identified as often variable 
and complex (Rees 1978 pp.144-145), invisible (Cohen 1985; Camilleri 1996), and 
operating under significant pressures, including the need to respond to large amounts 
of unmet need with limited resources (Ham & Hill 1993, p.142). Front-line workers in 
welfare services have a relatively high level of discretion20 (Lipsky 1980, p.xiii; Sandfort 
2000), and various studies indicate that attempts to eliminate this have been unsuccessful 
(Prottas 1979; Brodkin 1986; Pynoos 1986). The corollary to this is that welfare practice 
only partially reflects formal policy requirements (Brodkin 1997, p.6), and may produce 
very different outcomes from those envisaged (Sanders 1985; Dunsire 1990; Davis, 
Wanna, Warhurst & Weller 1993). This is encapsulated in the proposition that front-line 
workers play a role in creating, and not simply transmitting policy as intended:  
 
The decisions of street-level bureaucrats, the routines they establish, and the 
devices they invent to cope with uncertainties and work pressures become the 
public policies they carry out (Lipsky 1980 p.xii, original emphasis).  
 
Policy from this perspective is policy in action, rather than policy on the books. 
Discretion is inherent to front-line practice (Brodkin 1997, p.4), and is particularly 
evident in practice contexts that involve the making of many low-level decisions 
(Lipsky 1980, p.83). Even when discretion is limited by various management 
techniques, front-line workers still exercise discretion (Davis, Wanna, Warhurst & 
Weller 1993, p.189; Sandfort 2000). This particularly applies in contexts where the 
policies are not highly specified, the service delivery technologies relatively 
indeterminate, and the practice interface with clients relatively invisible. 
Accountability in such discretionary contexts is difficult to achieve. This is partly due 
to high levels of worker discretion in settings where clients have little power (Peters 
1996, p.65). A study of the Jobs and Basic Skills Program in the United States, for 
example, identified a range of contextual factors that influence how policy obligations 
are responded to at the front line (Brodkin 1997). Brodkin (1997, p.19) found that, 
while policy makers often assume that clients are able to contest inappropriate 
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 Handler (1986, p.3) defined ‘discretionary’ as where ‘the substantive relationship is not, or ought 
not, to be governed by the rules’. 
 37 
practices, this is rarely facilitated by the existing institutional arrangements. Clients 
have little capacity to hold bureaucrats accountable, which, from the service users’ 
perspective, results in a virtually ‘unenforceable contract’. Particular factors identified 
as influencing the character of front-line practice in a way that renders accountability 
to the client very limited were (Brodkin 1997, pp.20-21): 
• structural features of the bureaucratic-client relationship; 
• arrangements that placed the workers in the contradictory roles of helper and 
agency enforcer, with incentives favouring the adoption of an enforcer role; 
• low client expectations and personal efficacy; 
• expectations by clients that making complaints would result in retaliation by 
workers. 
Further, Brodkin (1997) found that the assertion of a right to personal help was the 
most problematic dimension of accountability, as it was contingent on: 
• proactive assessment of needs by the caseworker; 
• whether clients felt comfortable revealing their needs to caseworkers;  
• uncertainty by clients about what constituted a ‘legitimate problem’; 
• reluctance to disclose problems to a caseworker who had the power to sanction 
‘misbehaviour’; 
• belief that disclosure would benefit rather than harm; 
• whether caseworkers responded when clients indicated problems. 
  
The ability of welfare recipients to enforce ambiguous state obligations to 
provide assistance will be suboptimal in a context in which rights are 
uncertain, ‘voice’ is risky, and ‘exit’ means forgoing basic income support 
(Brodkin 1997, p.25). 
 
Moderation or control of the service–practice interface is generally considered a valid 
objective, given the often unhelpful, and sometimes abusive, treatment of human service 
users that has been revealed in a raft of Australian and overseas studies and inquiries (for 
example, Austin 1994, HREOC 1989, Forde 1999). Discretion by human service 
professionals can disempower service users when it results in discriminatory, unequal or 
unfair practice (Illich 1977; Handler 1986; Davis et al. 1993, p.198). Particularly 
relevant to this study is how the discretion-based welfare system in Australia seems to 
have failed children and young people in many respects (Alston & Parker 1992, p.x). 
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Conversely, too little discretion for front-line practitioners can lead to inflexible and 
unresponsive practice (Handler 1986).  
There is a substantial literature that identifies the limited capacity of users of 
human services to enforce accountability for the content, or quality, of the services 
they receive (Handler 1986; Brodkin 1997, p.20). Lipsky (1980) suggested greater 
client autonomy as one way to make street-level bureaucrats more accountable and 
less discretionary, and their practice less prone to the defensive routines that 
structured them. Lipsky’s conception of client autonomy was in part operationalised 
through explicit and accessible service user rights provisions: 
 
Client advocates should be sponsored and trained to guide clients through the 
bureaucracy, to obtain answers they are otherwise unable to get, and to 
represent clients to workers where they would otherwise be intimidated. 
Guides to clients’ rights and maps of bureaucratic systems should be 
developed; more important, street-level bureaucracies should simplify 
procedures to make service systems more manageable without expert 
intervention (Lipsky 1980, p.195). 
 
Somewhat in tension with making SUR provisions explicit and more claimable is 
the limited success of legal and procedural remedies in affording greater 
accountability (Handler 1986; Brodkin 1997, p.25). According to Handler’s theory of 
public action, the failure to achieve justice for service users arises from the lack of 
appreciation for the structure of client–agency relations (1996, p.3). Many 
relationships between clients and service agencies, including many welfare services, 
are characterised not only by discretion, but by continuity, that is, ongoing contact. 
Individual liberalism, Handler contends, with its emphasis on individual rights and 
legalism, not only is inadequate as a basis for conceptualising relations between the 
individual and the state, but is inadequate as a basis for practice in contexts where 
ongoing relationships between service users and service providers are required. 
Handler indicated that cooperative decision-making, rather than adversarial 
approaches are needed:  
 
The system of rights and procedural remedies developed over the last decades 
has not worked for the people I am most concerned with … justice remains 
largely unavailable to large sections of the population (Handler 1986, p.2).  
 
Justice, from Handler’s perspective, means the sharing of power, achieved through 
pursuing mutual agreements on important issues affecting the individual, and 
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requiring informed consent. Handler distinguishes between legal protections to 
prevent state interference in private activity, and his central concern with procedural 
systems that try to protect citizens in their dealings with government. As indicated in 
Chapter 2, the emergence of service user rights partly reflected this latter interest.  
Even comprehensive sets of rules cannot fully account for the conditions in which 
practice will take place, and which may translate into constraints on implementation 
by the front-line workers (Lipsky 1980; Considine 1994). There is also evidence that a 
legalistic approach, defined as the application of natural justice principles to service 
delivery, does not necessarily empower users, nor result in users gaining a quality 
service (Handler 1986; Bradfield & Nyland 1994, p.7). A number of researchers and 
commentators have alluded to the tension between discretionary welfare provision 
and rights-based approaches (Campbell 1978; Handler 1986; McDonald & Crane 
1995). Others (Saunders 1993; Carney 1994) put forward the view that, while SUR do 
need legal basis through regulation and legislation, they should not be pursued purely 
through a legal framework. Pursuing social rights through the courts can simply have 
the effect of authorities tightening the eligibility criteria for service access (Drewett 
1999, p.115). Ronalds (1989, p.104), in the influential government-funded study into the 
development of resident rights in Australian nursing homes, makes the distinction 
between the use of  ‘soft options’ of the developmental, preventative and educative kind, 
and ‘hard options’, such as legal and quasi-legal mechanisms. Changes can be brought 
about, it is claimed, by good practice, this having wider potential impact than changes 
brought about by regulation (Saunders 1993, p.225). Rights statements made in policy 
do not necessarily mean translation into practice (Biehal 1993); and recognising that 
service users have rights does not mean that they will be afforded these rights in 
practice (Austin 1994, p.15). 
 
The character of front-line practice 
 
Practice may or may not be consistent with formal policy requirements. Not only is 
policy interpreted, and often remade at the front line, but practice is significantly 
influenced by its context. A consistent finding across various empirical studies into 
front-line practice is that it is highly contextualised (de Montigny 1995, Camilleri 
1996, p.144, Thompson 2001), as well as discretionary.  
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Drawing substantially on Lipsky’s seminal work Street-Level Bureaucracy of 
1980, a number of relevant features of front-line practice are briefly overviewed, the 
persistent presence for workers of dilemmas of action, the pragmatic nature of 
practice, and the reduction of dissonance between practice ideals and realities. These 
provide a basis for the exploration and analysis of front-line practitioner perspectives.  
 
Dilemmas of action 
 
The discretionary nature of the front line means that practice at the front line is not 
exact, nor necessarily clear, and workers confront a range of concerns and dilemmas. 
Resonating with Lipsky’s theory of street-level bureaucracy, Rein (1983, p.140) 
argues that workers commonly experience ‘practice worries’ which ‘are registered as 
oppositions, resistances, feelings of awe, or moments of malaise’, and which when 
translated into an operational form, become conscious practice problems. Case-study 
support indicates that there are few structures to assist front-line staff in their 
interpretation of standards or procedures, and to address such dilemmas (Setterlund 
1995, p.286). The implication for this study lies in appreciating the concerns and 
worries of front-line workers about the interface between ideas and realities of 
practice.  
 
Pragmatism 
 
It has been argued that the character of front-line practice creates a need for front-line 
workers to cope pragmatically, to make their work manageable (Ham & Hill 1993, 
p.142; Maynard-Moody & Musheno 2000, p.353; Hil, 2003). A study of Queensland 
youth justice workers found that they applied the crime prevention constructs of a 
major report, in localised and pragmatic ways that best suited their particular practice 
context (Hil 2003). In the tradition of Lipsky’s approach, Brodkin (1997) identified 
factors that influence how policy obligations in a US welfare-to-work program were 
dealt with at the front line. Rules did not control what front-line workers did. instead, 
worker practices reflected a contextualised pragmatism, rather than various 
abstractions, such as ‘office culture’, or their personal values: 
 
Caseworkers, like other lower-level bureaucrats, do not do just what they 
want, or just what they are told to want. They do what they can (Brodkin 
1997, p.24).  
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Reducing dissonance 
 
Street-level workers believe they are doing the best for clients that they can under the 
prevailing circumstances, and develop techniques to ‘salvage service and decision-
making values within the limits imposed on them by the structure of their work’ 
(Lipsky 1980, p.xiii). Their practices, and their conceptions of work and clients, tend 
to narrow the gap between personal and work limitations, and the service ideal. 
Specific tendencies include those to ‘ration and restrict services, control clients, and 
the work situation, and develop psychological dispositions that reduce the dissonance 
between worker expectations and actual service outcomes’ (Lipsky 1980, p.xvi). 
These findings were echoed and extended by de Montigny (1995, p.13) in a 
substantial study of front-line practice in social work (in a child-protection context). 
De Montigny noted the fragmented world that practice professionals live in, where 
there can be a split between their beliefs of good practice, and the realities of their 
work, which requires of them a process of ‘smoothing over’:  
 
Being a professional demanded smoothing over the fissures between social 
workers and clients, front-line workers and supervisors, generalized policy 
and particular crises, claims to help, and interventions that blamed and 
stigmatised (de Montigny 1995, p.13).  
 
Front-line practice in non-profit service settings 
 
Much of the research on front-line practice has been undertaken in government and 
statutory service settings. The ‘new’ street-level bureaucrats, it is argued, are the 
front-line workers in non-profit human services, where many of them work in 
resource-scarce environments, with ambiguous and conflicting goals where the 
outcomes of tasks are difficult to measure and where service user preferences have 
little sway (Smith & Lipsky 1993, pp.115-116). Non-profit and non-statutory service 
delivery also require a contextualised approach to practice (Camilleri 1996, p.144), 
requiring skills in assessing and responding to vague and uncertain situations that are 
not amenable to the application of rigid rules (Lipsky & Smith 1993). Such 
‘unbounded problems’ characterise many interpersonal disputes, complaints about 
worker conduct, and planning and intervention processes, and require engagement, 
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and working towards constructive solutions, rather than rigid application of rules and 
procedures (Bateman 2000, p.36-37).  
 
Front-line practice in relation to rights-as-entitlements  
 
In order to explore the extent to which front-line theory applies to service user rights, 
it is necessary to explore the normative orientation of workers to such rights. A range 
of studies have found that there is a high level of espoused commitment to SUR by 
workers in Australian aged care, and disability service delivery agencies (Braithwaite 
et al. 1993, pp.58-60; Gibson, Turrell & Jenkins 1993, p.86; Setterlund 1995, p.286). 
It was expected that front-line workers providing services for young people would 
also demonstrate a high level of espoused support for the application of SUR to their 
service context, even where presented as rights-as-entitlements21. This expectation is 
encapsulated in Proposition 2. 
 
Proposition 2 
 
Front-line workers espouse strong support for service user rights as enforceable 
entitlements. 
 
While SUR as an entitlement may be ‘good in theory’, the translation of this espoused 
commitment into practice is problematic (Biehal 1993). Consistent with the theory of 
street-level practice, it was expected that, while espousing support for rights-as-
entitlements, workers would ‘smooth over’ or be unaware of dissonance between 
SUR-as-entitlements, and their frameworks for everyday practice. The reasons for this 
expectation, derived from the empirical literature discussed below, are summarised as 
follows: 
• Front-line workers can often find it difficult to recognise issues which may have a 
bearing on the infringement of SUR. 
• Front-line practitioners do not, in the main, operate from a legally-based rights 
perspective. 
 
                                                 
21
 For a right to be an entitlement it must be claimable. That is, the right-holder must have available a 
mechanism for asserting access to the right, and if their assertion is judged to be well based, the right 
can be enforced. An examination of this capacity to claim rights appears later in this chapter. 
 43 
• Contradictions in the expectations placed on front-line workers limit their capacity 
to implement rights-based policies. 
• Rights-as-entitlements are subsumed into other, and often competing, normative 
values held by front-line workers. 
British and Australian studies have found that front-line workers often have 
difficulty recognising issues that may have a bearing on the infringement of SUR 
(Austin 1994; Ramcharan 1998). For example, in Austin’s study (1994) there was a 
far wider range of complaints that service users had about services than service 
providers were aware of or acknowledged.  
There is evidence that various service user rights may not be applied evenly, with 
those rights most central to long-term wellbeing being overlooked or attended to in a 
muted fashion. Johnson (1998, p.375), in an ethnographic study of the closure of a 
large Australian institution for people with intellectual disabilities, found that there 
was tension between rights and management issues, which lead to compromises in the 
way the deinstitutionalisation process was undertaken. Despite the clear inclusion of 
process rights to consultation and rights to appeal, a management approach 
dominated, and more personally significant rights to dignity, respect and emotional 
security were relatively unattended to. Johnson concluded that neither rights, nor 
management-oriented approaches, succeeded in focusing on the needs and wishes of 
the individual service user. 
Numerous studies provide support for the proposition that human service front-line 
practitioners do not, in the main, operate from a legally-based rights perspective (see 
Gibson, Turrell & Jenkins 1993; Grace & Wilkinson 1978, p.4; O’Connor & Tilbury 
1986; Biehal 1993). In a study examining the legal support needs of young people, 
O’Connor and Tilbury (1986, p. 85) found that there was clearly no rights orientation 
among those who worked with young people, as shown by the failure to respond to 
young clients’ legal problems, to redress access barriers, and to utilise mechanisms for 
redress on behalf of young people. Further, there is evidence that front-line workers 
make practice decisions more according to what they consider to be the ‘right’ thing to 
do, rather than on the basis of the legally specified rights and sanctioned remedies 
(Grace & Wilkinson 1978; O’Connor & Tilbury 1986; Camilleri 1996). 
Law is often used as a tool in casework for pursuing ‘what’s right’, rather than rights. 
This is partly attributable to the character of front-line practice, which generally takes 
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place in the moralised sphere, rather than legal sphere (Campbell 1978), with clients 
not identified to the state, and community-based service delivery strategies, such as 
outreach, and home visiting, moving face-to-face interaction away from formal 
organisational spaces into a more diverse range of public and private spaces.  
As detailed in Chapter 2, the emergence of the SUR agenda was in part influenced 
by the way various invocations of rights were seen as relevant for non-government 
human services. There is some evidence that SUR conceptualisation varied across 
agencies, and across funding programs. For example, McDonald and Crane (1995) 
found that respondent human service managers’ and workers’ orientation to consumer 
rights ranged from a ‘no rights’ position, to involving the reconceptualisation of pre-
existing welfare practice principles into ‘rights’ principles without any substantive 
change in their content, to various pro-rights positions reflecting different 
perspectives, such as human rights, citizenship rights and consumer rights. There is 
also evidence that various terms related to rights are used interchangeably (Handley 
2000, p.319). 
Review of this literature gave rise to Proposition 3, which contains two elements. 
The first of these is that front-line workers’ conceptions of SUR varied substantially. 
The second is that that these conceptions were not generally consistent with rights 
being claimable as entitlements by service users. The literature supporting each of 
these elements is detailed below. 
 
Proposition 3 
 
Though front-line workers espouse support for rights-as-entitlements for 
service users, workers’ conceptions of service user rights are varied, and 
generally not consistent with rights-as-entitlements. 
 
In the subsequent data presented in this thesis, program policies, organisational 
documentation and front-line workers can be seen to invoke the construct of rights in 
various ways. It is necessary to consider the various ways rights can be understood, in 
order to name these various invocations. It will be demonstrated that variability in the 
interpretation of rights was itself a substantial barrier to the meaningful adoption of 
rights-based policies at the front line.  
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Considering ‘rights’ 
 
There is a large literature on rights theory, and on the application of ‘rights-thinking’ 
to particular social relations and social groups. The use of rights-talk in human 
services policy and practice reflects its central place in liberal-based societies; 
however, the concept of ‘rights’ is contested (Dominelli 1997, p.53; Bobbio 1996). 
Different conceptions of rights embody different understandings about the types of 
rights held, by whom, and how rights are realised. The theoretical investigation of 
‘rights’ is an extensive and complex task, and beyond the scope of this thesis. It is 
important, however, to highlight those themes in the rights literature that allow service 
user rights to be described and analysed.  
The first of these themes relates to the position that having a right means being 
able to claim it. The position that rights create corollary duties for others was posited 
by Hohfeld (1919). These ‘claim rights’ can be of two sorts, namely rights to positive 
assistance (referred to as positive rights), or rights to be free to do certain things, and 
thus not impeded (referred to as negative rights). These rights can be in rem where the 
correlative duty is incumbent on everyone, or in personam where this is incumbent on 
a particular person, in a particular context (Waldron 1984, pp.6-7). Positive rights 
have particular application for dependent populations, where the realisation of 
negative rights, such as the freedom to make one’s own decisions, may require active 
facilitation, rather than simply the absence of interference (Gibson 1995).  
Claim rights, codified in specific legally-sanctioned instruments established by the 
political systems of nation states (Handley 2000, p.319), become legal rights, and are 
often referred to as ‘entitlements’. Such entitlements can involve both substantive and 
procedural rights. Substantive rights specify the interests that a person or entity can 
claim, and so ‘give individuals power, enforceable by law, to take action to protect 
their own interests’ (Dalrymple & Burke 1995, p.29). Procedural rights can be 
thought of as process rights, and are oriented to achieve ‘fairness in the decision-
making process’ (Dalrymple & Burke 1995, p.29). 
Rights language has often been applied to claims argued to be desirable or 
aspirational, but which may not have legal expression (for example, see Bobbio 1996 
pp.3-5). Rather, such claims are statements of principle about what should happen in 
an ideal situation. From this perspective, rights assert a moral legitimacy, or 
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worthiness, and often contain an absolute quality. Human rights are universalised 
moral claims (Handley 2000, p.319), an appeal to which imbues a claim with 
‘authenticity, legitimacy, and a sense of overwhelming importance’ (Handley 2000, 
p.319 referring to Wellman 1999, p.2). Often these moral rights have been advocated 
for translation into legal rights, so that the situation of a particular group, such as 
people with disabilities, or children, can be ameliorated (Handley 2000, p.320). 
Whether a right is upheld, denied or violated in practice is often ‘a question of the 
ideological framework applied’ (Freeden 1991, p.110), which cautions against the 
normative expectation that somehow rights on paper should necessarily translate in 
predictable and unproblematic ways into rights in practice.  
A second related theme in the literature on rights concerns the standing and role of 
the rights-holder. A power or choice theory of rights ‘singles out the right-bearer in 
virtue of the power that he [sic] has over the duty in question’ (Waldron 1984, p.9). 
The rights-bearer from this perspective is a chooser, an active agent, rather than a 
victim or recipient of state assistance. As illustrated in the following extract from 
Waldron’s seminal account of rights, a choice theory of rights acknowledges negative 
rather than positive rights, and self-help rather than state assistance:  
 
Some people have attempted to relate the idea of rights to a particular aspect 
of moral personality: the active, practical, and assertive side of human life, as 
opposed to the passive, affective, or even pathological side. Rights have been 
seen as a basis of protection not for all human interests, but for those 
specifically related to choice, self determination, agency, and independence. 
On this view the duties correlative are mainly negative in character: they are 
duties to refrain from obstructing action or interfering with choice, rather 
than duties to provide positive assistance. This understanding is related in 
turn to more general considerations of political morality — in particular to 
principles of laissez-faire and minimalist theories of the state (Waldron 1984, 
p.11). 
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Conversely the interest theory of rights understands that rights accompany a person’s 
interests, and do not depend on their capacity to demand a correlative duty. It is 
children’s interests, for example, that is the basis for children’s requirements that 
others must abide by (Campbell 1992, p.5). A right from an interests perspective 
exists even if the person is unable to claim it themselves, through, for example, 
incapacity related to age, condition, or status. Children, people with mental illness and 
people with certain disabilities have thus been afforded certain rights on this basis, 
from which arises the term ‘best interests’.  
A choice model of rights is consistent with a market model of governance, where 
consumers are assumed to be rational actors who can exercise choice, and where 
accountability is seen as largely achieved through the unfettered operation of the 
market. At the level of human services practice, a choice approach would be reflected 
in the assumption that individuals are active consumers who do not need additional 
support, resources, or consideration to realise rights. Conversely, an interests 
approach considers that, regardless of people’s competence or capacity, they are 
rights-holders, albeit ones who may require additional resources or advocacy support 
to realise these rights. Thus, from a rights-as-interests perspective, positive rights are 
enabling and legitimate. This has particular relevance for young people whose legal 
status and psycho-social status may mean they are unable themselves to pursue their 
rights. 
A third theme in the literature on rights concerns the orientation of rights-thinking 
to individualist or social change objectives. Liberal political theory sees rights not 
only as the means of expressing many core social values, but as the domain of 
individuals (Considine 1994, p.50). Liberal rights theorists argue the claiming of 
something as a right expresses limits on what can be done to an individual, in the 
name of benefit to others (Waldron 1993, p.209). Rights theorist Dworkin describes 
this as rights being ‘trump cards’, to be played as protective last resorts (Dworkin 
1977), a perspective that places emphasis on negative rights. Thus in the liberal 
tradition, the rationale for rights usually relates to the avoidance of undesirable 
consequences, and the alleviation of problems, rather than the promotion of maximum 
benefit, and has the implicit goal of ‘promoting an acceptable distribution of control 
over important factors in our lives’ (Scanlon 1984, p.147). From this perspective, the 
construct of ‘rights’ has been used to protect individual autonomy. The rights of 
consumers in exchange and contract relationships are applications of this liberal 
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conception of rights, as are notions of autonomy within human service practice, 
expressed as principles of confidentiality, privacy and individual self-determination. 
Such rights are commonly articulated in SUR policies. 
More radically oriented political theory sees rights as collectively held by those 
oppressed by economic, social and political arrangements. Rights from this 
perspective are seen as needing enlargement for those in less powerful economic, 
social and politician locations, and thus are re-distributive in intent. The rights not to 
be discriminated against on the basis of gender, age, disability, race or sexual identity, 
codified through anti-discrimination legislation are manifestations of this more radical 
tradition, and are commonly evident in SUR policies. The capacity of rights to 
achieve better outcomes for particular groups within society has been challenged (see 
Handley 2000 in relation to the disability movement; Smart 1989 and Wolgast 1980 
in relation to feminist applications). The liberal attack on rights involves a fear that, 
with the specification of rights, the pressure for state largesse is increased, while from 
a radical perspective rights are argued as overly individualising, symptomatic of the 
state not accepting responsibility for dealing with issues of power and inequality 
(Bleasdale & Tomlinson 1999). 
The fourth relevant theme in the rights literature concerns the breadth of focus of 
various applications of rights-talk. In this thesis, this breadth of focus will be referred 
to as the ‘scope’ of the rights orientation. Rights orientations with different scopes are 
briefly defined below, moving from those with the broadest to those with the 
narrowest scope:  
• human rights (broad statements of principle which apply to all people regardless 
of location, and are specified, and to some extent claimed, at the international 
level); 
• citizenship rights (held by citizens in respect of a particular nation-state); 
• legal rights (specified in law, and claimed through the legal system); 
• welfare rights (a sub-set of citizenship rights — the social rights of citizens to 
state support, claimed through access to state-sponsored provisions and services); 
• consumer rights (held in respect of specific transactions and processes of 
consumption, claimed from the supplier or regulator); 
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• client rights (held in respect of the use of professional services, and claimed from 
the service providing organisation, a professional association, or state-sponsored 
complaints mechanism). 
The rationale of providing social services in the Keynesian welfare state lay in the 
role these services were seen to play in the realisation of citizenship, conceived as 
including specified rights, claimable from the state as entitlements. Access to basic 
resources and services constitute social rights in Marshall’s typology of rights 
required for citizenship. Social rights, according to Marshall, have an integrative and 
positive function (Handley 2000, p.322). The nexus between SUR and citizenship has 
been particularly clear in sectors such as the disability and aged-care sectors, where 
service delivery relates to the most basic needs of food, shelter, and full-time 
intensive support. An emphasis on consumer rights in a mixed welfare state where 
non-government providers deliver services, distances the state from being liable to 
claims arising from the delivery of social services.  Of interest to this study is the way 
various scopes of rights were mixed together in SUR policies and the implications this 
had for how SUR was understood by front-line workers.   
 
Proposition 4 
 
Front-line workers generally approach the practice of service user rights in a 
way that undermines the prospect of these rights being claimed. 
 
Proposition 4 is based on the overall picture that emerged from the literature reviewed 
above, namely that there are multiple reasons why the affording of SUR at the front 
line is problematic. Applying front-line theory to the case of SUR suggests that front-
line workers will support ideals of service delivery that have strong currency in their 
interpretive frameworks; that a range of other considerations will compete with rights-
oriented thinking in workers’ accounts of practice, rendering rights-as-entitlements 
secondary and largely unrealisable ideals; and that a range of competing constructs 
and practices will be identified which are consistent with ‘smoothing over’ routines.  
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Factors influencing front-line workers’ conceptions of service 
user rights and their approaches to practice 
 
The task of this thesis is to consider not only the way front-line human service 
practitioners understood SUR, but also to consider why they conceptualised practice 
the way they did. This will add to the understanding of the policy–practice nexus. The 
task requires considering the range of factors that most influenced workers’ 
understandings and the way these interacted. The literature suggests a multiplicity of 
factors, and levels of factors.  
Lipsky (1980) suggests that the most significant factor structuring (or influencing) 
front-line practice is the way bureaucracies reflect broader social and political 
relations . This includes prevailing orientations towards ‘the poor’ and the periodic 
expansion and contraction of services and resources available for social programs, 
each of which translates to front-line practice trending to greater latitude or 
restrictiveness (Lipski 1980, pp.181-182). In Chapter 2 this broad contextual 
backdrop was examined, providing an important point of return for later analysis. This 
study is concerned with understanding a range of more immediate factors that 
condition front-line worker practice in a particular service context.  
A limited number of studies have examined the implementation of SUR policies in 
Australia, and identified particular factors conditioning or constraining adoption. 
These have focused on human service managers as the data source, either entirely 
(Gibson, Turrell & Jenkins 1993), mostly (Braithwaite, Makkai, Braithwaite & 
Gibson 1993; McDonald & Crane 1995); or partly (Austin 1994). While the SUR 
perspectives of managers and workers may at times be quite similar, particularly in 
small non-profit agencies where the roles of front-line service delivery and 
coordination often overlap, this similarity cannot be assumed. These studies, briefly 
described below, have provided insight into the particular areas of constraint that have 
rendered front-line adoption of SUR problematic.  
Braithwaite, Makkai, Braithwaite and Gibson (1993) considered SUR within an 
evaluation research study of the Australian nursing homes standards monitoring 
program. One of the eleven regulatory objectives for the program was to ‘strengthen 
consumer sovereignty and respect for consumer rights’ (Braithwaite et al. 1993, 
p.xiv). The mixed methodology study gained data from directors, proprietors, staff 
and residents, and identified a range of constraints impeding the operationalisation of 
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SUR. The aged-care area has been the most extensively investigated of all, through 
both industry-based and academic analysis (for example, see Ronalds 1989; Gibson, 
Turrell & Jenkins 1993; Gibson 1998). 
Further evidence that there may be considerable constraints on the 
operationalisation of SUR policies can be found in an exploratory study of 25 south-
east Queensland non-profit human service organisations in four separate funding 
programs: the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP), Home and 
Community Care (HACC), Skillshare, and Community Legal Centres (McDonald & 
Crane 1995). 
A more detailed insight into the perspectives of non-profit service providers and 
service users, and the tension between them, is gained from Austin (1994), who 
examined the nature of complaints and complaints procedures within SAAP services 
in Victoria. The methodology involved service provider questionnaires and 
interviews, and interviews with service users (homeless people). The majority of the 
services that responded targeted young people, and the majority of users interviewed 
were young people. The study throws light onto the way service providers understand 
and operationalise the service users’ right to complain. This study and other empirical 
studies are referred to in the discussion of Figure 3.1 below. 
A range of other studies, from Australia and elsewhere, throw light on the factors 
that may influence front-line workers’ approaches to SUR. These factors have been 
clustered and represented in Figure 3.1 below, and provide the basis for development 
of the methodology in Chapter 4. The explication of Figure 3.1 proceeds through the 
presentation and discussion of Propositions 5 to 11.  
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Figure 3.1   Situational factors that most influence practitioner conceptions and 
 practices around SUR 
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Proposition 5 
 
Front-line practice occurs in a variety of contexts that present  workers with 
competing considerations and constraints. These mediate the 
operationalisation of SUR as espoused at the program and service levels. The 
mediating factors which most influence the workers’ approaches to SUR are 
the expectations of their organisation, the model of service delivery in which 
they are located, the perceived characteristics of the service users, and the 
workers’ personal and professional practice values. 
 
This proposition suggests that a range of intermediate factors condition the way 
workers understood and responded to the SUR agenda, as presented to them through 
program and service policies. The following discussion outlines the case for exploring 
each of these influences, drawing on both empirical and analytical literature. 
 
Program influences 
 
A dominant mechanism for the delivery of social services in Australia has been the 
program, whether delivered directly by government, or by contracted providers. 
Programs have usually generated their own policies governing administration, 
targeting, practice frameworks and accountability mechanisms, resulting in a myriad 
of variations between programs. This is further complicated by the federal system of 
government, which has resulted in responsibility for a number of social service areas 
being spread across various levels of government.  
An initial examination of the program literatures relevant to SUR indicates that 
there was diversity in the devices used to specify and communicate SUR, and in the 
particular SUR espoused. A comparative investigation of the policy approaches to 
SUR in the sampled programs is undertaken in Chapter 5 to help draw comparisons 
between program policies, organisational policies and worker understandings. There 
is some evidence to suggest that SUR understandings of managers and front-line 
workers in non-profit services conform to those of the funding program they related to 
(McDonald & Crane 1995), which leads to Proposition 6. 
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Proposition 6 
 
The organisational policies about SUR that apply to a particular service in an 
organisation generally conform to funding program requirements. 
 
Organisational influences 
 
Human services work is delivered through organisations and involves the 
‘routinisation and standardisation of the structure and processes of work’ (O’Connor, 
Setterlund & Wilson 1995, p.182). The human service organisations and the funded 
services they deliver provide an immediate context for front-line practice. Human 
service workers are almost entirely dependent on organisations for employment, 
resources, legitimacy and consumers (Jones & May 1992, p.5). This study focuses on 
perspectives from the front line of practice, rather than establishing the character of 
adoption of SUR within organisations. Despite this, SUR policies in operation at the 
sampled services need to be described, and the relative importance of organisational 
influences on front-line workers’ understanding of SUR considered.  
A number of writers have suggested that organisational characteristics 
influence SUR policy adoption. For example, Austin (1994) indicates that a 
user rights culture in employing organisations is a critical requirement for 
rights-affording practice at the front line. On a more practical level, writers on 
human service organisations, such as Hasenfeld (1983), and Jones and May 
(1992), have suggested that the espoused policies of human service 
organisations are designed to demonstrate accountability of front-line staff in 
relation to stated organisational expectations, as well as to contribute to the 
organisation’s external legitimacy. Human service organisations often have 
relatively ‘indeterminate technologies’ (Hasenfeld & English 1974, p.13), 
arising from variability across service users, variability in the impact of 
particular interventions on these service users, variability across those 
providing the services, intervention based on incomplete knowledge of cause 
and effect, and associated difficulties in specifying goals and judging 
effectiveness (Jones & May 1992, p.88). This indeterminacy contributes 
substantially to the difficulty human service organisations face in maintaining 
their legitimacy, and can result in a range of routines which are essentially 
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self-supporting and defensive. SUR, as outlined in Chapter 2, was a 
manifestation of new public management (NPM) thinking as applied to non-
government service provision, and had the potential to strengthen 
accountability towards the service user, and towards government. The clarity 
of worker understandings of organisational policies and expectations around 
SUR is relevant, as this would presumably increase the capacity of such 
policies to reduce discretion in certain organisationally specified ways.   
Many human service organisations operate services from a variety of 
funding sources, and thus have the challenge of balancing organisational 
coherence across this mix of services with compliance to multiple program 
policy, and administrative regimes.  
Contradictions within policy have also been found to limit the capacity of front-
line workers to implement rights-based policies (Stainton 1998). Practitioners such as 
social workers are routinely called on through policy to tailor services to individual 
needs, promote rights and independence, and empower service users through self-
determination, choice, and partnership (Stainton 1998, p.135). At the same time, they 
are required to work within, or ration, the local availability of services with few 
structural safeguards or guarantees to ensure that goals relating to client needs and 
rights are achieved.  
 
While social work has long held self-determination as a central value, little 
regard has been given to how the structures themselves impede or restrict the 
autonomy of the individual or groups…(Stainton 1998, p.137). 
 
This creates a conflict of interest between workers’ respect for these goals, their 
obligations to their employers, and their own career development (Stainton 1998, 
p.135). In British social work literature, such a role for front-line workers has been 
termed that of the ‘bureau-professional’ (Harris 1999; Sibeon 1991).  
Setterlund (1995) found that there were a range of constraints on standards 
utilisation at the front line, including their narrow interpretation within the program of 
care provided, the organisational norms limiting what was realistic to provide, and as 
mentioned previously, no structures to assist care staff in their interpretation of care 
standards, or procedures to address associated dilemmas (Setterlund 1995, p.286). 
Consideration of this literature led to the formulation of Proposition 7, consistent with 
street-level bureaucracy theory. 
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Proposition 7 
 
Organisational expectations and pressures condition the way front-line workers 
approach SUR. 
 
Model of service delivery influences 
 
It has been suggested that a more marketised contract approach to service delivery has 
resulted in human services that are more fragmented, intensified and specialist 
(Fabricant & Burghardt 1992; Fook et al. 2000, p.238). Part of the commodification 
of welfare has been the development of particular ‘service models’ or ‘models of 
service delivery’ (Lindsay 1993, p.24). Particular models are endorsed, or gain 
currency, within a particular funding program. For example, within the SAAP 
program, service models have been cited as the refuge/shelter model, independent 
units, halfway houses, large hostels, community placement, externally supported 
accommodation, outreach services, and non-accommodation services (Lindsay 1993, 
pp.302-307). Another, more obvious, example is the AMT program, where particular 
broad models of service delivery are synonymous with the program. However, little 
attention has been given to defining the characteristics of a model of service delivery. 
In this study a model of service delivery is defined as comprising: 
• The criteria for being afforded the status of service user or client (including 
the recognition of multiple service users or clients within a ‘case’); 
• The service goals and desired outcomes or outputs; and 
• The sanctioned methods of service delivery. 
There is evidence to suggest that the model of service delivery provides a powerful 
context for front-line worker practice. Models of service delivery, for example 
involving shared crisis accommodation and communally shared facilities, are 
acknowledged as providing particular difficulties in terms of service user rights to 
privacy, and in the way responsibilities condition other rights a service user may in 
principle have (for example, see Clough 2000 in respect of residential care). Further, 
Lipsky considered that specialisation in service delivery has the effect of reducing 
strain on workers, by allowing them to take a partial, rather than a comprehensive, 
view of the practice situation.  
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Proposition 8 
 
The model of service delivery strongly conditions how front-line workers 
approach SUR.  
 
The limited applicability of rights-based approaches to relational service delivery 
contexts has been found in a range of studies (Tweedie 1989; Engel 1991, p.196;  
Elkins 1991; Carney, 1994, p.201). Firstly it has been argued that rights on relational 
matters are not suited to being secured by adjudication (Carney 1994, p.191). As 
indicated in Chapter 2, the 1970s in Australia saw new administrative law remedies 
confer substantive and procedural rights on users of government services. Negotiated 
compromise, however, rather than adversarial confrontation, was more consistent with 
the shift to reciprocal agreements or bargains, which reflected a broader shift to what 
was termed ‘the relational state’ (Carney 1994, p.191).  
It is argued in this thesis that not only can the broader welfare state be judged in 
terms of its relational22 emphasis, and pose difficulties for rights-as-entitlements-
based policies, but particular models of service delivery can be characterised 
according to the extent that they are relational. The literature points to relational 
contexts being a significant constraint on the application of rights-as-entitlements-
based practice at the front line. Rights as a stand-alone framework, forcefully pursued, 
has been claimed to deliver illogical and unsupportable consequences. Many social 
situations need mutually satisfactory solutions (Dagger 1997, p.3), rather than the 
adversarialism that may accompany a slavish and explicit application of rights. A 
study by Tilse (1995, p.i) of the experiences of long-term spouses of long-term aged-
care residents, found that the importance of human relationships can be lost in a 
policy environment which is focused on residents, their rights, and the rationalisation 
of care. The implication is that rights should, in direct practice, be seen not as absolute 
and principally legal constructs, but in relation to other values and ideas (see also 
Handley 2000, p.322).  
                                                 
22
 A ‘relational’ emphasis in the context of front-line practice refers to the extent that practice has the 
goal of improving or maintaining relationships between service users, or between a service user and 
others; the extent to which the methods involve communicative processes where personable and trust-
developing practice is prioritised; and the extent to which the client-worker (or service) relations are 
ongoing. 
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 A model of service delivery can also bring with it dilemmas regarding the identity 
and character of the ‘client’. Many models of service delivery involve more than one 
client, or more than one set of stakeholders, who must to some extent be considered in 
front-line service delivery. For example, a respite service may be framed as a service 
to the family, though the direct practice involves the disabled person or aged person in 
some form of activity or centre-based care. This issue of multiple, rather than 
individualised, ‘consumers’ of a service, whose rights, or needs must all be responded 
to, has implications for applying SUR (McDonald & Crane 1995, pp.26-29). Models 
of service delivery which deliver concrete, tangible physical resources to individually 
distinct clients can be expected to be more amenable to the application of SUR 
policies.  
Empirical studies have paid little attention to the differential impact of various 
models of service delivery on the application of rights frameworks to practice. This 
study considers the influence that the relational character of a model of service 
delivery has on the way front-line workers understand and approach SUR practice, as 
expressed in Proposition 9. 
 
Proposition 9 
 
Front-line workers are less likely to adopt SUR in models of service that are 
relational in orientation. 
 
Influences on professional and personal practice values  
 
Lipsky’s depiction of front-line practice as characterised by workers managing rules 
and expectations within the constraints of resources available has been disputed. In a 
study of front-line workers in US police departments, schools and rehabilitation 
centres, Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2000) confirmed the proposition that front-
line workers substitute pragmatic judgements for what they saw as unrealistic formal 
authority requirements. However, they differentiated their analysis from that of 
Lipsky’s: they contrast the state agent narrative of Lipsky with the citizen agent 
narrative prevailing in the practice accounts of street-level practitioners. Front-line 
workers, they argue, do not base their work on rules, procedures or policies, but on 
normative judgements, such as the judged worth of the individual client (Maynard-
Moody and Musheno 2000, p.329). This position is perhaps not as oppositional to 
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Lipsky’s as the authors believe. Lipsky (1980, p.151), and others (Brodkin 1997, 
p.25), have acknowledged that front-line workers do sometimes practise in a manner 
that is very resource-intensive with some clients when such practice is deemed 
particularly gratifying. What Maynard and Musheno contribute is a heightened 
emphasis on the way front-line workers operate from normative values, rather than 
basing their pragmatism principally on a contextualised cost-benefit approach. The 
relative orientation of front-line workers to normative practice values, versus the 
requirements of policy is an area investigated in this thesis.  
Other research supports the proposition that workers’ interpretive practice 
frameworks play an influential role in how workers make sense of social and 
organisational policies. These frameworks may reflect values derived from 
professional sources (McDonald 1996, p.207; Hugman 1998), as well as personal 
experience, other training, or peers (Siporin 1993; Sheafor & Horejsi 2003), and the 
broader social contexts of their practice (Horne 1999, p.89). It has been suggested that 
front-line workers in youth services make sense of organisational and policy material 
through existing practice-oriented and interpretive frameworks (Hil 2003; Jeffs & 
Smith 1987; Pitts 1990).  
Consistent with the construct of street-level practice, such influence occurs despite 
the intentions of policy makers and managers. Workers filter material to fit 
pragmatically into, rather than overturn, existing ways of doing things, and if policies 
do find their way in, it may be more to do with strategic interpretation, rather than a 
belief in their inherent validity (Hil 2003). That is, workers may use policy not as part 
of an implementation process, but as a tool for practice oriented to dominant norms, 
as they understand these norms, and according to the way they interpret the 
expectations of those to whom they are accountable. An Australian study of the way 
front-line workers interpreted and operationalised outcome standards in work with 
residents with dementia found that an area of constraint on workers using prescribed 
standards was the workers’ relationship-based approach to care (Setterlund 1995, 
p.242). This suggests that the relational orientation of workers’ normative values may 
be an important contextual influence on front-line practice in relation to SUR.  
A smaller number of studies throw light on the nexus between normative practice 
values and client rights. This was specifically explored in a British study called 
‘Social Work in Partnership’ (Biehal & Sainsbury 1991; Biehal 1993), which 
examined the contradictions between consumerism and client rights through the lens 
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of service user participation in decision making. Professionals working with older 
people were found to require substantial skill to ensure that service users could 
participate in defining their own needs. Particular difficulties arose when the workers’ 
views of risk to the client differed from the client’s own views, and routinised 
responses to service users led to the imposition of non-negotiated definitions of need 
and practice responses (Biehal 1993, p.448). In a Queensland study of non-profit 
managers and workers across a number of program areas, it was found that the type of 
practice framework used by workers affected how SUR was understood (McDonald 
& Crane 1995, pp.26-29). Staff often adopted what was termed a 
‘professional/psycho-social case management’ approach to the involvement of service 
users in decision making, where such involvement was predicated on the users’ intra-
psychic, cognitive and social development, facilitated through relationship building 
(McDonald & Crane 1995, pp.26-28). In such an approach, service users’ right to 
involvement is subsumed into developmental goals, and reduced to having potential 
utility within the case management framework. These studies support the proposition 
that the normative practice values of workers may well condition SUR in powerful 
ways. 
The human services industry has undergone substantial change, with a range of 
macro and micro processes influencing the role of human service professionals 
(McDonald 1999, p.17). There are more part-time and contract positions, a greater 
likelihood of a person holding a range of positions over their career, a greater variety 
in the type of qualifications held, as well as less characterisation of jobs in terms of 
professional affiliations (Fook, Ryan & Hawkins 2000, p.239). Such changes could 
well translate into practice that is substantially influenced by industry, program and 
organisational location. At the same time, it is important to recognise the presence and 
potential persistent influence of what could be termed ‘traditional’ professional 
practice values and ethics. These have been the subject of a great deal of theorising 
and promotion to practitioners through professional education, training and 
supervision, and are briefly considered in terms of their contribution to the front-line 
understanding of SUR.  
It has been suggested that the character of social and welfare work processes derives 
in a significant way from its underlying values (O’Connor, Wilson & Setterlund 1995, 
p.59). While there has been substantial debate about the nature of these, the values set 
out by Biestek (1957) continue to have considerable standing. These practice values are 
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based on a fundamental respect for people, and include the values of acceptance, a non-
judgemental attitude, individualisation, controlled emotional involvement, 
confidentiality and self-determination (Butrym 1976). Several of these, most obviously 
confidentiality and self-determination, figure in lists of SUR. The implication is that 
when workers indicate a commitment to a particular right it may be to the value this 
represents, rather than to a right-as-entitlement (McDonald & Crane 1995).  
 Consideration of ‘values in practice’ raises the question of what workers should do 
(Clough 2000, p.111), and when systematically explored is the realm of ethics 
(O’Connor et al. 1995, p.216). Many ethics are expressed as the duties or obligations of 
professional practitioners, and explicitly or implicitly recognise correlative rights of 
service users. The duty to respect confidentiality infers a right to autonomy and privacy. 
The duty to do no harm infers the right to safety. Codes of ethics, drawn up and overseen 
by professional bodies, particularly those covering social workers and psychologists, 
have been the dominant mechanisms for the defining of practice ethics, though with 
deprofessionalisation, the authority of professional bodies, and their coverage of the 
human services workforce is at best partial (Healy 1998). The literature of ethics in 
social welfare is also steeped in explorations of the scope and limitations on particular 
duties, and the rights they imply.  
 Most practitioners believe that ethical principles such as confidentiality (Millstein 
2000, p.277), and autonomy of the client (Abramson 1989, p.105) are important to 
practice. Despite this general commitment, there are a range of practice-related issues 
and limitations which can apply in different contexts. Confidentiality issues, for 
example, have been found to exist in relation to collaborative relationships within and 
outside agencies, and when working with clients’ families and others in the clients’ lives 
(Millstein 2000, p.279). Practice issues can also exist when dealing with the competing 
considerations of individual versus collective good. Millstein’s US study (2000, p.281) 
supported the importance of the practice setting in understanding the challenges faced by 
front-line practitioners in relation to confidentiality, and found considerable differences 
between different types of practice settings.  
 The approaches to ethical decision making most commonly cited are Kantian, 
utilitarian, and virtue based approaches (for example, see Rhodes 1986; Banks 1995). A 
Kantian approach to ethics emphasises the principle of respect for the individual, who is 
seen as rational and self-determining, and underpins service user rights which emphasise 
autonomy, such as maintaining confidentiality, obtaining informed consent, not acting in 
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a discriminatory manner, and offering correct information (Banks 1995, p.9). In other 
words, ethical processes are valued. Utilitarianism has, at its core, the promotion of the 
greatest good for the greatest number of people, and so equates right action with a 
consideration of the various consequences of an action. Principles arising from this 
approach include concern for the welfare of service users and the outcomes they 
experience from intervention, the promotion of the greater social good, and the fair and 
just distribution of goods (Banks 1995, p.10). Virtue-based ethics considers good 
practice to reflect the qualities of good character, such as truthfulness, loyalty, and 
generosity, and is suggested by Rhodes (1986) as having particular application for 
practice contexts where the nature of relationships, and people’s responsibilities in those 
relationships, are a key focus. Rhodes (1986) also identifies a rights-based approach to 
ethics that is based on a conflict view of society, where different interests compete, and 
where an individual’s freedom is to be both protected, and balanced against that of 
others.  
The potentially significant influence of normative practice values needs to be 
considered in light of broader macro shifts in the welfare state (Hugman 1998). 
Hugman’s analysis is used in this thesis to provide a conceptual link between micro 
practice and broader welfare state trends, an analysis that resonates with that  in 
Chapter 2. Hugman undertook a detailed critique of neo-liberal trends in professional 
social services practice, suggesting that there has been a shift away from the social 
level of need as having legitimacy, with a parallel rise in notions of individual 
responsibility, and control over professionals. This comes about through a 
coincidence of neo-liberal and neo-conservative values, where the basis of thought is 
the individual. In such an environment ‘need’ becomes want, or choice, and rights are 
understood only from a neo-liberal vantage point. The adaptation of caring 
professions to the neo-liberal agenda can be found in an emphasis on individualism in 
both practice and theory, and in the emergence of organizations that reflect market 
principles. Autonomy over the goals and objectives of practice is more tightly 
controlled (Hugman 1998, p.57) and ideological autonomy (control over ends and 
means) is replaced by technical autonomy (control over means). Doing what is ‘right’ 
is replaced by doing what is ‘correct’. This, it is suggested, is part of the process of 
deprofessionalisation through which the professions are losing their influence, typified in 
the community services field by the increasing proportion of untrained workers (Healy 
1998), the greater specification of procedures (Hugman 1998), and a lessening of 
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professional autonomy over the goals of practice where technical competence is valued 
more than particular credentials (Cousins 1987). The emerging role of the caring 
professions in this type of context is the management of risk, achieved at the front line 
through technologies of assessment and surveillance, epitomised by case management 
(Hugman 1998, p.66). The result, as the following quote from Hugman encapsulates, 
is a dissonance between traditional and imposed practice values, papered over by 
procedural commitments and the obscuring of power imbalances. The significance for 
this study of this analysis lies in the way that SUR is prescribed for delivery at the 
front line in ways that reflect and operationalise certain macro trends, but has not 
taken into account the complexities embedded in the contexts of that practice. 
 
There is a tendency encapsulated by the notion of an orientation towards the 
service user as ‘consumer’, for standards of service to be prescribed in ways 
that ignore underlying complexities. Questions of the irreconcilability of 
rights, needs, and interests of all parties in many situations are reduced to a 
concern with the fulfilment of procedures. The problems of power relations 
involved in social control activities also are obscured by the consumerist 
approach (Hugman 1998, p.67). 
 
As suggested by Davis et al. (1993), social policy is not necessarily made clear, 
and this may sometimes benefit those who make it. Any incongruence and risks of 
specification may be passed down to those at other levels of the welfare services 
delivery system. SUR, if left as relatively broad, generalised aspirational statements, 
rather than as contextualised entitlements, could well have positioned front-line 
workers in a critical position in terms of interpretation and operationalisation. The 
rights of service users in such circumstances become contingent on the orientations, 
goodwill and charity of the particular service or worker. Here the practice values of 
the agency and individual workers assume additional significance as they become 
conduits not only for understanding needs, but delivering rights.  
 From the above discussion arise two possibilities for how particular practitioners dealt 
with SUR. The first is that they subsumed rights-talk into their existing normative values 
as expressed in the values of professionalised helping, thus rendering SUR ineffectual. 
Conversely, they used SUR as a management tool, as organisationally sanctioned rules 
and procedures to apply in practice, to either be adhered to or worked around in a 
manner consistent with the construct of street-level bureaucracy. Comparing the 
interpretive frameworks of front-line workers with agency and program policies 
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around SUR is intended to provide some insight into the extent to which the front-line 
environment has an insulating effect (or not) on SUR policy intentions.  
The investigation of front-line workers’ perspectives on SUR should therefore pay 
particular attention to the requirements (‘rules’) that workers understand to apply to 
them, workers’ espoused practice values and assumptions, their accounts of actual 
practice, and the way contextual factors are seen to influence their practice. The 
literature cited earlier would suggest that SUR may have been reconstructed within 
existing practices, or existing values translated into the shell of such new demands, both 
resulting in little change, and leads to Proposition 10. 
 
Proposition 10 
 
Front-line workers’ approaches to SUR practice are mediated through their 
normative practice values, which may or may not be consistent with SUR-
oriented practice.  
 
Attributes of service users 
 
A number of studies have indicated that SUR’s lack of development is in part 
attributable to users’ low expectations of services (Gibson et al. 1993, p.37; Biehal 1993, 
p.38; Qureshi & Walker 1989, p.38; Austin 1994; Brodkin 1997), a lack of client 
experience and sophistication in consumer advocacy (Gibson et al. 1993, p.37), and a 
reluctance to give negative feedback, either through fear of reprisal, indebtedness or self-
assessment of being `deserving’ or ‘undeserving’ (Bradford & Nyland 1994, p.6; Austin 
1995; Brodkin 1997). Service users generally do not conceptualise their welfare needs as 
rights (Taylor-Gooby 1980, p.38), having low levels of knowledge in relation to their 
legal position, and the availability of legal resources (Grace & Wilkinson 1978, p.60). 
Such constructions by service users are consistent with the widespread lack of 
mechanisms for their participation in the dialogue between service providers and 
government (Pollitt 1990). 
 In addition, SUR-based approaches cannot be assumed to be equally applicable to the 
diversity of circumstances and problems that people bring to services. In research into 
the service user’s right to participate in decision making, Biehal (1993, p.453) found that 
the nature of the problem, and the type of user were influential. Encouragement to 
participate in decisions was found, in part, to depend on the worker’s prior assessment of 
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the user’s competency to make such decisions. The specificity and substance of the 
service user’s demand has also been found to be significant (Grace & Wilkinson 1978, 
p.26). 
 Numerous authors have suggested that clients’ relative powerlessness in their 
relations with services and practitioners significantly conditions practice. Gibson 
(1995, p.1) argues that, while SUR policies and strategies, such as those developed for 
Australian nursing homes, have rhetorical value, they are based on a premise which is 
‘fatally flawed’ — this being the capacity for dependent groups to assert their rights. 
Further, the assertion of rights and responsibilities has been argued as having a 
gendered quality, being inconsistent with the more relational approach to care-giving 
preferred by women (Davies 1994, in Tilse 1995, p.323). Gibson, Turrell and Jenkins 
(1993, pp. 86-88) found that the inexperience and lack of sophistication of service 
users in relation to advocacy and activism were a significant constraint on SUR 
implementation.  
 The above analysis suggests that the way front-line workers understood the 
expectations of service users may influence the way they understood and approached 
SUR. 
 
Workers’ views of young people as service users 
 
Young people, defined administratively in the sampled programs as under 18 years of 
age, are the particular client group focused on in this study. As indicated in Chapter 2 
young people’s relationships to core social institutions has changed substantially in 
recent decades (Wyn & White 1997). Labour market and income support rights have 
diminished for young people since the mid-1980s, and have been replaced by 
prioritisation of the connection between young people and the core non-work 
institutions of school and family. In this sense, the social policy approach to young 
people can be characterised as having taken on a relational focus23, where young 
people are no longer seen as members of the full-time labour market, but rather as 
economically and socially dependent for longer periods on parents, and ‘adult’-
managed structures. A raft of human service programs have been directed at young 
                                                 
23
 A relational focus is defined as one where policy or intervention aims to improve the situation of 
individuals through seeking a greater ongoing connection between those individuals and family 
members, or social institutions and supports such as schools, and community networks/organisations.  
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people during the period this thesis focuses on, most of which have had to orient to, or 
respond in some way, to this relational agenda. The Adolescent Mediation and Family 
Therapy Program (AMFT) initiated as part of Labor’s Social Justice Strategy of 1989, 
and the Youth Homeless Pilot Program, (YHPP, later named ‘Reconnect’) initiated in 
1996, are examples of an explicit relational approach to young people in Australian 
social policy.  
It is against this broader shift that the application of SUR to young people is 
investigated. While many of the issues associated with SUR apply generally to human 
services users with little power, young people have been seen as a distinct target 
group in human service programs.  
A link has been found between various constructions of young people, and the 
policy and service delivery responses to young people (Drury & Jamrozik 1985). 
Perceptions of young people as an identifiable group, as being in a transition stage, as 
having problems, as being a threat to social stability, as vehicles for social change, 
and as people who are legitimate members of the community are reflected in different 
types of policy and service response (Drury & Jamrozik 1985; White 1990; Bessant 
1993). Various age-related constructs regarding maturity, competence and 
dependence can be viewed as potentially significant in the way front-line workers 
think about and apply SUR to young people.  
 
Proposition 11 
 
Front-line worker approaches to SUR practice are conditioned by the way 
they characterise young people as service users. Such characterisations are 
likely to be various, but reflect workers’ particular normative assumptions 
about young service users, which affect their status as rights-holders.  
 
The SUR status of young people  
 
There is substantial evidence that young people in Australia are denied access to 
rights afforded others, simply on the basis of their age24. Significant attention has 
been directed at theorising about the existence and nature of children’s and young  
                                                 
24
 For example see various publications of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 
(1989; 1997) regarding children’s rights related to homelessness, and legal processes respectively; and 
Bessant (2003) regarding the exclusion of young people from the right to vote if under 18 years, 
without clear grounds. 
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peoples’ rights. Of particular relevance to this study is what Seymour (1992, p.102) 
refers to as ‘the paradox of the mature minor’ — the situation where a young person 
who is legally a child is nonetheless seen to have a right to autonomy on the basis of 
the capacity to make his or her own decisions. This position has some legal standing 
stemming from the Gillick case (Seymour 1992, p.100), and the subsequent Marion’s 
case, which verified the Gillick principle’s application to Australian common law 
(Queensland Law Reform Commission 1995, pp.50-59; Wight & Hoyer 2000). While 
not incorporated into Australian law, the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CROC) is a declared instrument under the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission Act 1986 (Cwlth), creating international obligations to comply (HREOC 
& ALRC 1996, p.14). This indicates that, while children are entitled to the guidance 
of their parents, parents do not have the absolute right to make decisions about the 
child;  rather, children have a right to autonomy, the scope of which develops 
gradually, and according to the child’s changing capacity (HREOC & ALRC 1996, 
p.15). Despite this attempted clarification, there is debate about the relative merits of 
focusing on others’ obligations to children (O’Neill 1992, p.39), on children as rights 
holders (Freeman 1992), and of power versus interests theories of rights in relation to 
children (Campbell 1992).  
It can be argued, as it is in some of the literature concerning SUR for children 
(Campbell 1992), the frail aged (Gibson 1995) and those with mental illness, that the 
incapacity to personally exercise a right should not inhibit the existence of that right. 
This is consistent with an interests approach to rights theory, as detailed earlier in this 
chapter. The issue of capacity is significant in operational matters, such as 
mechanisms and processes for the realisation of rights which are underpinned by the 
assumption of individual agency, and particularly in relation to people who do not 
have, or are not constructed as having, a full capacity for such individual agency 
(Gibson 1995).  
SUR issues in relation to young people have been raised in a range of reports and 
evaluation studies of government-delivered services (for example, see HREOC & 
ALRC 1997), and government-funded but non-government-delivered services 
(Chesterman 1988; Lindsay 1993; HREOC 1989). Darwin (1991, pp.285, 315) 
surveyed young consumers of SAAP shelter services and found areas of dislike to be 
the lack of independence, lack of freedom, excessive rules, and lack of privacy. Issues 
largely revolved around the presence or absence of structure and flexibility, the 
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impact of a history of institutionalisation, unfamiliarity with making basic decisions, 
the impact of communal living, the high turn-over rates, and variety of ages of 
residents. Austin (1994) found in her study of the right to complain in SAAP services 
that young people spoke of serious breaches more than any other user group, and 
suggested that this was a reflection of the greater power imbalance between user and 
provider when the user is a young person. 
While many of the issues associated with SUR apply generally, young people are 
usually seen as a distinct target group in human services. Age has its most profound 
effects on social relationships at the two ends of the lifespan, with both young and 
older people often dependent on others for basic essentials (Smith 1968). It has been 
argued that, on one hand, age continues to be an important consideration in the 
allocation of rights and responsibilities (Hartley & Wolcott 1994, p.4; Jones & 
Wallace 1992), while on the other, age-related life stages have become more blurred 
(Buchmann 1989). Numerous studies and reports of the period under investigation 
identified contributing factors such as extended years of education (Australian 
Education Council Review Committee 1991), more varied living arrangements 
(Hartley & Wolcott 1994), and changing patterns of labour market participation 
(Sweet 1991). 
There is a substantial literature concerned with the nature of a life stage between 
childhood and adulthood, variously described as ‘youth’ or ‘adolescence’. Theories 
about the nature of this stage can be simplistically categorised as individualist 
explanations (developmental and psychological), or structuralist explanations (with a 
sociopolitical orientation) (Jones & Wallace 1992; Wyn & White 1997; Bessant, 
Sercombe & Watts 1998). There are many hybrids and variations, some viewing other 
positions as complementary, some being presented as competing. It is important to 
consider that the theories which describe and define ‘youth’ and ‘adolescence’, are 
themselves sources of constraint in the application of rights-thinking to children and 
young people. It has been argued that developmental theories underpin policy and 
programs, with targeted young people typified as being ‘at risk’, incomplete, and in 
need of adult control and direction (see Wyn & White 1997). 
There is also widespread recognition that young people are not a homogeneous 
group, and various authors promote other social criteria such as class (Drury & 
Jamrozik 1985), gender (McRobbie & Nava 1984) and ethnicity as more determining 
of the nature of situation and experience, than  age. The implication for SUR 
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development in relation to young people is that the interface between the relative 
youth of service users, and front-line approaches to SUR, is unlikely to be consistent 
across practice contexts. Various dimensions of social identity can combine with age-
related factors in powerful ways, and these may well condition front-line practice 
approaches to SUR.  
The concept of ‘ageism’ appears to have been first developed to refer to ‘prejudice 
of the middle-aged against the old ... a deep-seated uneasiness on the part of the 
young and middle-aged’ (Butler 1969, p.243). The term still appears to be more 
comfortably applied to prejudice against older rather than younger people (for 
example, see Bytheway 1995). Franklin and Franklin (1990) canvass the issue of 
ageism in relation to young people, discriminating between physiological and 
sociogenic ageing, where the latter term refers to way the phenomena of ageing can 
be radically affected by human intervention in the form of ‘folklore, prejudices, and 
misconceptions’ (Comfort 1976, p.11), that are socially manufactured (Townsend 
1981, p.5). In relation to human services practice, Goode (1986) and Petr (1992) have 
outlined the phenomenon of adult-centrism, defined as ‘the tendency of adults to view 
children and their problems from a biased, adult perspective, thus creating barriers to 
effective practice with children’ (Petr 1992, p.408). This is a potentially useful 
construct in that it does not infer the existence of attitudinal prejudice, but names the 
way that social relations and processes so often fail to consider the perspectives of 
those not attributed with adult status.  
There is a growing body of research on how the mainstream media reinforces and 
reflects the diminution of young people, reinforcing a narrow range of stereotypes, 
mostly negative or highly limiting, most clearly in relation to groups who are already 
marginalised through race, ethnicity, class location, gender or other manifestations of 
inequality (White 1990, p.105-6; Australian Centre for Independent Journalism 1992, 
p.2; Youth Bureau 1994; Bessant & Hil 1997). This media attention has been argued 
as reflecting a ‘deep ambivalence’ and confusion about the place of young people in 
contemporary Australian society (Sercombe 1992, p.13). The themes of subservience 
and exclusion are reflected in constructions of young people as ‘non-people’ and 
‘non-citizens’ (O’Connor 1991c). Young people themselves indicate that they are 
usually not asked their opinion, or heard in social debate (Daniel & Cornwall 1993, 
p.7). There are reasonable grounds to suggest that the nature and function of services 
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to young people will be affected by the way in which young people are perceived, and 
that issues may have arisen as front-line workers operationalised SUR policies.  
There is a view in the literature that to address the experience of, and outcomes for, 
young people in their use of human services requires a fundamental transformation of 
the service-provider relationship with young people (for example, see O’Connor 
1991c). In the youth services field, various guiding principles have been promoted 
and analysed as informing practice, most notably ‘empowerment’ and ‘participation’ 
(White 1990, p.181-186). Challenging this is a view that youth services have had a 
longstanding purpose as a social control mechanism, particularly over those who are 
economically marginalised (White 1990). There is some empirical support for this 
from a Queensland study which found that youth workers, in responding to legal 
aspects of problems, tended to be paternalistic at best, and at worst controlling and 
patriarchal (O’Connor 1987, p.95). Overall, however, little attention has been paid to 
the application of front-line bureaucracy theory to service contexts where young 
people are supposedly rights holders. 
This analysis raises the thorny issue of the interface between viewing young people 
as individuals within a liberal logic, and perspectives that emphasise dependency, 
developmentalism and connection. It has been argued that a tension exists between 
the rights of children and the rights of parents, as children exist within relationships of 
dependency, where they are not the sole arbiters of their interests (Jones & Besser 
Marks 2001, p.285). Individualist approaches to rights struggle to accommodate such 
realities, resulting in the call for ‘a relational theory of rights’ (Jones & Besser Marks 
2001, p.288), echoing the notion of ‘relational rights’ suggested by Crane et al.(1996) 
in a study of young people’s and parent’s perspectives on the process of young people 
becoming homeless.  
In summary, factors related to age, and the construction of ‘youth’, may affect 
front-line practice with young people. These factors include the way workers 
understand the tension between dependency on others and individual autonomy, the 
way that competence or maturity are judged, workers’ orientation to, and application 
of, the concept of best interests, and the nexus of young people’s SUR with the rights 
of others, including parents.  
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Conclusion 
 
The propositions and the chapter in which relevant data is presented and considered 
are summarised in Table 3.1.  
 
Table 3.1 Summary of propositions and chapter considered in  
 
 Proposition Chapter 
considered 
1 Human service programs reflect a conception of service user rights 
(SUR) based on a combination of factors, these being the conception 
of rights evident in the early stages of the programs’ development, the 
dominant approach to human services program management at any 
given time, and the extent to which the program embodies relational 
goals and methods.  
5 
 
2 Front-line workers espouse strong support for SUR as enforceable 
entitlements. 
7 
3 Though front-line workers espouse support for service users having 
rights-as-entitlements, their conceptions of SUR are varied, and 
generally not consistent with rights-as-entitlements. 
7 
4 Front-line workers generally approach SUR practice in a way that 
undermines the prospect of these rights being claimed. 
8 
5 Front-line practice occurs in a variety of contexts that present  workers 
with competing considerations and constraints. These mediate the 
operationalisation of SUR as espoused at the program and service 
levels. The mediating factors which most influence the workers’ 
approaches to SUR are the expectations of their organisation, the 
model of service delivery in which they are located, the perceived 
characteristics of the service users, and the workers’ personal and 
professional practice values. 
9 
6 Organisational SUR policies that apply to a particular service in an 
organisation generally conform to funding program requirements. 
6 
7 Organisational expectations and pressures condition the way front-line 
workers approach SUR. 
9 
8 The model of service delivery strongly conditions how front-line 
workers approach SUR .  
9 
9 Front-line workers are less likely to adopt SUR in models of service 
that are relational in orientation. 
9 
10 Front-line worker approaches to SUR practice are mediated through 
their normative practice values, which may or may not be consistent 
with SUR-oriented practice.  
9 
11 Front-line worker approaches to SUR practice are conditioned by the 
way they characterise young people as service users. Such 
characterisations are likely to be various, but reflect workers’ 
particular normative assumptions about young service users, which 
affect their status as rights-holders.  
9 
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The construct of the street-level bureaucracy recognises that attempts to structure 
the way services achieve accountability, through particular program logic and policy, 
need to attend to the character of front-line practice, and the contexts influencing how 
practice unfolds. A number of propositions, extrapolated from the literature,  provide 
a focus for the investigation of front-line workers’ perspectives on SUR, and the 
factors that condition their practice in relation to SUR. It is suggested that a number of 
factors are particularly important, most notably the particular model of service 
delivery, organisational expectations, the attributes of the service user or users, and 
the normative practice values of the worker. In all of these, the impact of relational 
aspects of the practice situations on the preferred approaches of workers is suggested 
as critically significant.  
The front-line literature suggests that workers may have either reconstructed SUR 
within existing normative practice values, or converted SUR into rules and procedures 
consistent with dominant public administration values being promoted at the time. The 
SUR agenda in this sense can be seen as one example of a demand being made on front-
line workers to adopt particular ways of structuring the worker–client interface in a 
changing human services and welfare policy landscape. It was not the first such policy 
construct incorporated into program logic which contained substantial implications for 
practice. It has perhaps been succeeded by the rubrics of quality assurance and client 
satisfaction. 
 This chapter has generated a number of propositions against which the data will be 
projected in subsequent chapters, and provided a conceptual basis for the development 
of the methodology, which will be outlined in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4 
 
Methodology 
 
This chapter describes the research strategy and methods used for the study. The research 
problem is restated, followed by a consideration of the key issues informing selection of the 
research strategy. The second section of the chapter outlines the methodology, and describes 
specific methods used. The third section of the chapter details the approach for data analysis. 
The chapter concludes with a consideration of the reliability and validity of the study, 
together with the way ethical aspects of the methodology were addressed.  
The aim of this study was to better understand the place of service user rights (SUR) in the 
understandings of front-line workers in nonprofit human services, and the factors that 
condition these understandings. The study does not attempt to explicate workers’ actual 
practices, but is rather concerned with how ‘rights-talk’ fits into their understandings about 
practice, and with explaining this. To achieve the study’s aims, it was necessary to:  
• examine the phenomenon of SUR, and how this manifested within Australian human 
service programs and organisations during the study period;  
• describe the way SUR was understood at the front line of human services;  
• identify factors which conditioned these understandings.  
 
Considerations informing the research strategy 
 
It is generally agreed that the research design employed in any study should fit the research 
problem, (Brannen 1992, p.3; Hammersley 1992, p.51), the questions posed (Le Compte & 
Preissle 1993, p.30; Riessman 1994; p.xi, Denzin & Lincoln 1998, p.28), and the amount of 
knowledge available about the problem area (Grinnell 1997, p.259).  
Four main considerations guided the choice of research strategy for this study. These were 
firstly the role of human agency at the front line of human services delivery; the nature of the 
phenomenon of SUR within recent development of human service programs ; the multiple 
levels of analysis required to adequately link SUR policy as intended and the world of the 
front-line practitioner, and finally the multiplicity of factors potentially conditioning the way 
front-line workers approached SUR practice.  
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There are good grounds for ensuring that the research strategy approaches front-line 
workers in human service organisations as having agency (Bryman 1989, p141); that is, they 
are able to affect how practice occurs, including how to react to the constraints they 
experience. The notion of structuration (Giddens 1984, 1986) suggests that social structure is 
reproduced continually and reflexively by knowledgeable agents. This is consistent with 
Lipsky’s (1980) theory of front-line bureaucracy, as well as with a ‘bottom-up’ approach to 
the study of policy implementation (Hill 1997), which points to the substantial influence that 
those who deliver policy have on the character of that policy. What happens at the front line is 
a product not simply of what workers are told to do, but of their human agency. In Chapter 3 
the features of front-line work were canvassed;  these included discretion and invisibility. A 
major task of the study, therefore, was to tap the SUR understandings of front-line workers, 
the application of rights-thinking to their practice contexts, and their perspective on the 
constraints that have been suggested as applying to their micro-practices. A qualitative 
methodology, which uses front-line practitioners as key informants, was chosen for its 
capacity to achieve this. 
It was necessary to conceptualise the link between the cognitive awareness of practitioners 
about their practices and the research interest — in other words, to locate the study in the 
broader project of theorising about front-line practice frameworks, or what Harrison (1991, 
p.6) refers to as bridging the theoretical and practical by making theoretical sense of practice. 
In order to develop theories of practice, it is important to clarify the central processes or 
strategic variables that a set of practitioners use (Argyris 1985; Harrison 1991, p.16). Like 
Harrison (1991), who studied how social workers know what to do when they are faced by 
complicated and difficult tasks, this study uses the distinction between practitioners’ espoused 
theories of practice and their theories-in-use (Argyris & Schon 1976). Espoused theory is the 
theory of action to which a practitioner gives allegiance, and is usually embedded with norms 
about the world and their practice in it (Harrison 1991, p.19). Practitioners’ theory-in-use is 
that which actually governs their actions, and which may or may not be compatible with their 
espoused theory (Argryis & Schon 1974, pp.6-7). Theory-in-use can be deduced by a 
researcher who: 
 
observes or interacts with the practitioner to elicit and collect data that can be 
analysed systematically. … Frequently these theories about practice involve 
statements about one distinct form of metacognition, or thought about thought. In this 
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case the theorist (researcher) is thinking and reasoning about how the practitioner 
thinks and reasons (Harrison 1991, p.20).  
 
The challenge for the study was to gain insight into both the espoused theories and theories-
in-use of front-line workers about the way particular factors conditioned their thinking about 
practice. The research needed to gain practitioners’ normative responses to SUR as a 
construct and its component rights (espoused theory), as well as accounts of practice from 
which the place of rights-thinking in their considerations could be reasonably deduced. This 
is a more limited focus than gaining insight into workers’ theories-of-use regarding practice 
per se. 
The character of SUR as a phenomenon also informed the selection of the research 
strategy. The emergence of SUR, charted in Chapter 2, is suggested as occurring in three 
‘waves’, reflecting broader orientations and shifts in ideas about public-sector administration 
and governance in Australia. SUR appears to be a historically located phenomenon, reaching 
the height of its utilisation in particular human service programs in the early to mid-1990s, 
and continued as an expressed element in these programs up to the time of writing this thesis. 
In this sense the study is partly historical, examining a social phenomenon over a particular 
period of time, and its relationship to the understandings of particular social actors who 
played a critical role in SUR’s interpretation and implementation. A key issue for the research 
was how to understand and describe the policy focus, objectives and orientations (Gil 1992, 
pp.69-71) of differently oriented human service programs in relation to SUR, over the period 
of the study. In addition, it was apparent from an initial period of examining the program-
level and research literature that there was variable interpretation and operationalisation of 
SUR across programs and services. SUR requirements of front-line workers can be 
understood as rules that govern service delivery, and may be manifested in a range of forms 
(Jones & May 1992, p.192). Such rules can be incorporated as legal requirements through 
legislation, formal program requirements, and service agreements, or be expressed as non-
legally-binding expectations or guidelines, which may be either external to the employing 
organisation, or be part of the internal rules of a funded service, or auspicing organisation 
(Jones & May 1992, pp.193-194). Accessing the various levels of rules that front-line 
practitioners were required to follow was seen as an appropriate guide to intention against 
which to compare and contrast workers’ understandings and accounts of practice.  
Beyond the specific mapping of workers’ rules contexts, the study needed to address the 
multiple levels of factors that may condition the understandings of front-line workers: these 
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were tentatively mapped in Chapter 3. The research strategy needed to allow for both ‘macro’ 
and ‘micro’ analysis (Finch 1986, p.173). A brief examination of methodological options for 
researching policy implementation provides a basis for making this link. It also provides the 
rationale for the dual focus in this study: on espoused SUR policy, and the contextualised 
understandings of front-line practitioners.  
Hill (1997, pp.128-140) differentiates between top-down and bottom-up approaches to 
understanding policy implementation. While a top-down approach emphasises 
implementation of policy as input, as a process of setting goals and the conditions for 
achieving this (Pressman and Wildavsky 1973), bottom-up approaches focus on policy as 
process, and on the actors and agencies on whom action depends (Hill 1997, pp.138-139). 
The study of policy implementation from this latter perspective has been termed ‘backward 
mapping’ (Elmore 1981, Elmore 1985) and is seen as applicable in contexts ‘where there are 
grounds for scepticism about whether change efforts will carry through to the “bottom” ’ (Hill 
1997, p.151). Backward mapping starts with an examination of practitioner and 
organisational choices that are the ‘hub’ of the problem, and moves then to those rules and 
procedures that have closest proximity to policy instruments, and finally to feasible policy 
objectives (Elmore 1981, p.1). Numbers of policy practitioner studies have used backward 
mapping methodology (e.g. Lipsky 1980, Kettunen 1994) without the need to examine 
whether the intended interventions had any effect (Hill 1997, p.148).  
This study’s approach is consistent with the backward mapping approach in the priority 
given to examining front-line practice understandings of a particular area of practice that has 
been the subject of formal policy concern. In a ‘forward mapping’ sense (Elmore 1985) this 
study also examines how an explicit government policy agenda of user rights was understood 
and implemented. The study does not seek to describe the effects of service rights policies nor 
consider the implementation issues per se, but aims to generate insight through using both 
forward and backward mapping approaches. It has been argued that this type of approach is 
well founded (Hill 1997, p.151; Clark, M., p.103).  
The research and literature review in Chapters 2 and 3 suggests that there will be multiple 
factors conditioning the way front-line workers understand practice in relation to SUR. These 
factors are variously located in personal, professional, organisational, program and social 
policy fields. A key task for the research design was to be able to meaningfully theorise from 
the data about these factors, and relationships between them (Brower, Abolafia & Carr 2000). 
A constraint on the choice of research strategy is the difficulty in directly observing the 
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practices concerned. The interactions between front-line workers and service users are not 
amenable to third-party observation, and even if this were appropriate, it is suggested that 
SUR practice considerations are often not discernible from observations of behaviour. Front-
line workers were thus relied on as key informants, but not uncritically so.  
In summary, the research strategy needed to be able to generate data on the SUR 
understandings of front-line workers in such a way as to identify the tendencies of various 
factors to influence workers’ conceptions of practice, and be able to compare these to 
program and organisational policy commitments.  
 
Epistemological approach 
 
Social research occurs in the context of various ontological and epistemological assumptions 
about the nature of society, the fundamental units or phenomena it is comprised of, and what 
are the most appropriate methods for examining and explaining it (Blaikie 1993, p.155; May 
2001, p.9). This study is located within an epistemology typified as ‘transcendental realist’ 
(Miles & Huberman 1994, p.4), or critical realist (Bhaskar 1989; Porter 1993; Denzin & 
Lincoln 1998, p.27). From a realist perspective, social phenomena are understood to exist 
outside the mind (Crotty 1998, p.10), in an objective world where reasonably stable 
relationships can be found (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.4). Social life (of which human 
service practice is one manifestation), is bounded and perceptually laden, meaning that 
human understandings and intentions exist within the context of social structures, and 
explanations of social phenomena can be found that identify how particular structures and 
processes provide a causal description of the forces at play (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.4). 
Rather than singular causal forces, or constant conjunctions, between structures and human 
agency, there is a plurality of structures and mechanisms that generate tendencies in the way a 
social phenomenon manifests (Bhaskar 1989; Porter 1993, p.594). As social phenomena, such 
as the attribution of rights to the users of human services, occur in open systems rather than in 
tightly contained experimental environments, research into such phenomena uncovers 
‘tendencies’ rather than deterministic laws (Porter 1993, p.594).  
This approach to social inquiry focuses on the ‘ways in which people in particular settings 
come to understand, account for, take action and otherwise manage their day-to-day situation’ 
(Miles & Huberman 1994, p.8). It was chosen for its capacity to explore the complex 
relationship between the SUR agenda, as outlined in Chapter 2, and front-line practice. It is 
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an appropriate epistemological approach to employ in answering the question of what factors 
have conditioned the way front-line human service practitioners understand and approach the 
phenomena of ‘service user rights’. It is these workers, and their bounded rationality, that 
constitute the research unit (Sarantakos 1998).  
 
Methodology 
 
This study utilises a qualitative multi-case study approach. A qualitative research approach 
has been argued as appropriate for exploring policy implementation from the ‘bottom up’, 
due to its capacity to emphasise a critical and complex understanding of the social world from 
the perspective of those who are the targets of policy (Finch 1986, p.174). It also has 
particular strengths for examining the complexity of the interpretive world of front-line 
practitioners, not only in human services (Rees 1979), but in areas such as teaching (Jenesick 
(1998, p.38) and nursing (Thompson 2001).  
The study of individuals in particular social contexts, and of complex settings, using multi-
site (Miles & Huberman 1994), or multi-case designs (Yin 1994) is well established. This 
study uses aspects of both of these approaches by examining multiple cases of individual 
front-line workers located within particular service delivery contexts. Selective case studies 
can be particularly useful after a body of research has been generated on a topic (Hakim 1987, 
p.62). The investigation of the way front-line practitioners understood SUR was seen to 
require an approach that examined a sufficient range of ‘typical’ practice contexts to confirm, 
deny, and discover more detail about, various factors and relationships suggested as 
significant in previous research and analysis. A multi-site case study approach allows for this, 
and has been found to be particularly applicable in the examination of policy innovations 
(Bryman 1988, p.130; Huberman & Crandall 1982), such as, in this study, the application of 
rights to service users. Brodkin (2000), in an examination of empirical methods for street-
level research, argues that a comparative approach using multiple sites for investigation 
allows the researcher to distinguish the general from the idiosyncratic, and explore variation 
in the production of policy at the front line.  
Case study design is also appropriate where a mix of exploration, description, and testing 
of hypotheses is required (Hakim 1987, p.61). Grinnell (1997, p.300) identifies three main 
types of case studies in relation to human services practice: those that identify knowledge 
about clients and their situations; those that evaluate intervention; and those that evaluate 
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client outcomes. This study falls into the second category, being concerned with the nexus 
between particular ideas (SUR) and the practice understandings and approaches of front-line 
workers. Such case studies can illuminate the ‘black box’ of intervention through their 
capacity to describe patterns, linkages and interactions, advance understandings of what 
happened, describe how programs and interventions work and what they do, reflect the 
complexity of interventions, show the subjective and reflective side of intervention, and 
provide new insights that affect client outcomes (Grinnell 1997, p.302).  
As canvassed in earlier chapters, the literatures on human services practice, and the 
application of rights-talk to such practice, have been mapped well enough to propose an 
initial model for how understandings of SUR are conditioned. The factors depicted in Figure 
3.1 and some of the relationships between them could be specified, at least tentatively, and 
propositions developed from them. This deductive style of research, initially articulated by 
Popper (1959) involves proposing relationships that are then rejected or corroborated 
(Blackie 1993, p.145). In the context of a qualitative approach, the research process starts 
with an orienting set of relationships or constructs derived from previous research, develops 
from these a provisional coding system, applies this to field data, condenses this data into 
systematic displays to assist in drawing conclusions, and when enriched, retests the data 
against a new cycle of data (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.14). In this study, testing is across a 
series of purposively sampled sites, each of which is a case study in its own right. If the 
emphasis is on theory (or model) testing, then propositions are regarded as tentative, and the 
conclusion drawn is what has to be tested against data (Blaikie 1993, p.146).  
A relatively structured design is preferable when there are a number of factors to be 
explored, and the relationship between them is not well known (Miles & Huberman 1984, 
p.27-28). Some of the propositions formulated in Chapters 2 and 3 were less well developed 
than others, and in these the approach was more inductive. The analysis of data was also 
approached with the view of looking for possible rival explanations. The contrast between 
inductive and deductive has been argued as not simple or absolute, with most studies, 
including this one, involving movement between ideas and data, as well as between data and 
ideas (Hammersley 1992, p.48).  
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Methods 
 
The specific imperatives for the selection of methods related to accessing meaningful data 
about the understandings of front-line practitioners in relation to SUR, and the factors that 
influenced their practice in relation to such rights. To guide this process, a conceptual model 
was developed from the literature (Chapter 3), suggesting that various factors facilitated or 
constrained SUR adoption, together with tentative propositions that further specify these. Key 
decisions about the selection of methods related to the selection of sites for multiple case 
studies, the choice and design of data collection techniques, and the timing of fieldwork.  
 
Selection of sites for case studies  
 
In comparative multiple case studies, validity is largely determined by the purposive sampling 
of cases, which can be clustered in various ways for comparison and contrast (Hakim 1987, 
p.63), according to a range of key pre-determined foci arising from the studies propositions. 
Sampling for multiple case studies is driven by the conceptual modelling and propositions, 
not by a concern with representativeness, as the key concern is with the conditions under 
which the proposed model operates (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.29). This allows for 
comparative case selection on the basis of shared relevant characteristics (Miles & Huberman 
1994, p.28). Purposive sampling, also known as focused sampling (Hakim 1987, p.141), is 
thus suited to this study. 
Sampling first occurred at the level of government, followed by funding program, 
geographic location, service, and finally at the level of the individual workers. The goal of the 
sampling process was to create the capacity to undertake across-site analysis according to 
particular foci of interest, such as the program location of the worker, and the model of 
service delivery employed. The strength of the sample lies in its gaining clusters of programs 
and service model types, together with a diversity of experienced front-line workers. The 
sampling parameters (Bernard 1988) used, and the rationales for these were as follows: 
1 The location of government policy responsibility. The decision was made to sample from 
human services programs where policy responsibility was located with the 
Commonwealth Government. Such programs were either funded by the Commonwealth 
or funded through tied arrangements with the States and Territories. This was in 
recognition that it was the Commonwealth Government that took a leadership role in 
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promoting SUR, and that state-level action in human services was often related to 
Commonwealth initiative.  
2 Program focus. Human service funding programs included in the sample frames were 
those oriented to young people who are homeless, at risk of homelessness, or at risk of 
premature or inappropriate long-term residential care. That is, all selected programs were 
broadly oriented to supporting young people either make the transition to, or remain in, 
appropriate and stable living situations. They included both those oriented to individual 
young people, and those oriented towards enhancing the relations between young people 
and other family members.  
3 Program orientation to SUR. A mix of program orientations to SUR was sought, to 
include those with an explicit commitment to SUR in published policy statements, 
together with a program that made commitment to certain specific rights, and a program 
that contained no explicit commitment to any SUR. This use of maximum variation 
sampling (Guba and Lincoln 1989) was adopted to gain the capacity to assess the effect 
of program location on worker understandings, and to increase the capacity to draw 
inferences from the data.  
4 Program stability. Relatively stable programs were sought, that provided recurrent rather 
than short-term funding to services. Recurrent funding was defined as funding for at least 
three years, with an expectation of funding beyond that point, subject to satisfactory 
performance, and barring political ‘accidents’. The rationale for this was that a capacity 
to incorporate SUR policies into service delivery has been argued to arise in part from the 
time needed to operationalise such policies (Gibson et al. 1993).  
5 Non-profit services which include young people as a target group. In programs that are 
oriented to a range of target groups, such as SAAP and HACC, non-profit services were 
identified where ‘young people’ were explicitly mentioned as a target group.  
6 Model of service delivery. In relation to SAAP, where the numbers of services to young 
people are substantial, and where a range of distinct service types or ‘models’ have 
emerged, sampling focused on crisis accommodation services with on-site staff (referred 
to as a ‘refuge’), and services which provided external support and outreach to young 
people, including those in externally supported medium-term accommodation. This 
inclusion of various SAAP models alongside models of service delivery which focused 
on family connection, allowed for the exploration of case differences associated with 
various contexts of practice.  
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7 Clusters of services in a particular geographic location. Regions were selected where all 
programs with suitably targeted services were represented. The rationale for this was 
three-fold. First, this approach enabled a sample of services to be selected which, when 
clustered into sub-groups, were broadly comparable in terms of program location and 
service models. Even within a relatively large program such as SAAP, the number of 
youth shelter services is limited. Second, it allowed the impact of geographic location 
influences (Jones & May 1992, p.112) within clusters of sampled services to be 
minimised. Third, it made the study nationally significant. Four, it negated the impact of 
State variance. 
8 Workers’ length of experience. Front-line workers with at least 12 months experience 
were sampled from targeted services. 
9 Clusters of workers in the same organisation but different sampled service types. Human 
service organisations often auspice multiple services. The selection of services from 
particular geographic areas resulted in a number of areas with more than service from an 
organisation being included in the sample. This ‘clustering’ of two or more sampled 
services in the one organisation allowed the relative effects on workers of various 
contexts of practice to be more fully explored. In particular, it was possible to better 
consider the relative influence of the program, the organisation, the model of service 
delivery and the workers’ normative practice values, when organisational location was 
constant. The sample included five such clusters. In three of these clusters there were 
three services from the same organisation, and in two clusters there were two services 
from the same organisation. All programs were represented in at least one cluster.  
Six programs were identified as meeting criteria one, two and four. Of these, four were 
selected as providing a useful purposive sample. The Innovative Health Services for 
Homeless Young People Program (IHSHY) funded by the Commonwealth Health 
Department under a tied arrangement with the States, and Job Placement, Employment and 
Training program (JPET), a program for supporting homeless and ‘at risk’ young people to 
find employment and education or training places, were not included in the sample. The 
decision was made to focus on programs oriented towards accommodation and family-related 
service provision, rather than those with a primary focus on personal skill development and 
referral (JPET), or the provision of health-related services, consumer rights in the latter being 
located within a health, rather than community services, framework. Key characteristics of the 
sampled programs are summarised in Table 4.1
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Table 4.1   Key characteristics of sampled programs in 1999 
 
Name of 
Program 
Commonwealth 
Department responsible 
Commonwealth Only 
or Tied Funding 
SUR approach Year 
commenced 
Number of services 
Supported 
Accommodation 
Assistance 
Program (SAAP) 
Dept of Family and 
Community Services 
Tied: 58% 
Commonwealth/42% 
State/Territory*  
SAAP Standards  1985 482 youth services  
Home and 
Community Care 
Program 
(HACC) 
Dept of Health and Aged 
Care 
Tied: 60% 
Commonwealth/40% 
State/Territory 
Statement of User 
Rights and 
Responsibilities 
1990 
HACC Standards 
1985 Data regarding number of 
services that work with young 
people not available. In 1997-
98 1,077 respite services and 
148 community options 
services. Young people aged 
10-24 years comprised 2.5% 
of HACC service users 
(Health and Aged Care 1998).  
Adolescent 
Mediation and 
Family Therapy 
(AMFT) 
1990-1999 Attorney 
General’s Dept,  
From 1999 Dept of 
Family and Community 
Services 
Commonwealth only Legal requirements 
Standards 
Interim Code of 
Ethics 
1990 13 services  
Youth Homeless 
Pilot Programme 
(YHPP)** 
Dept of Family and 
Community Services  
Commonwealth only No explicit SUR 
beyond standard 
Commonwealth 
requirements. 
Explicit client-
centred approach in 
program principles 
and processes 
1996  26 services.  
* Calculated for 1998–1999 financial year from expenditure figures in SAAP III evaluation report (National Evaluation Team 1999, p.3). 
** Announcement of recurrent funding to YHPP (later renamed Reconnect) made in December 1998 
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Two programs, the Supported Accommodation Assistance program (SAAP) and Home and 
Community Care (HACC), were selected for their explicit commitment to service user rights 
since the late 1980s. In the other two programs selected, Adolescent Mediation and Family 
Therapy25 (AMFT) and Youth Homeless Pilot Programme (YHPP), the language of user or 
consumer rights was not explicit in program statements and policy documents. The inclusion 
of workers from these programs reflected a form of ‘maximum variation’ sampling (Miles & 
Huberman 1994, p.28; Ryan & Bernard 2000, p.780), allowing a range of contrasting cases 
with various SUR understandings to be investigated. Such an approach allows for a more 
robust analysis (Hakim 1987, p.142).  
The smaller number of AMFT services across Australia (n = 13) narrowed the number of 
regional clusters where all four service types were represented to eight, these being the Gold 
Coast, Sydney, Wollongong, Hobart, East Melbourne, Adelaide, Perth and Darwin. Sites 
from Victoria and New South Wales were included on the basis that these States had 
mechanisms for SUR protection or enhancement in relation to non-profit human service users 
(Support & Accommodation Rights Service in Victoria, and the NSW Community Services 
Commission). In Wollongong, one organisation delivered three distinct services across two of 
the sampled programs. Darwin was included on the basis that it was a smaller centre, with a 
higher percentage of Indigenous young people, and included one organisation that delivered 
three services from the sampled programs. The requirements by the Queensland government 
that SUR be implemented by funded non-profit community services, and the geographic 
proximity to the researcher’s place of residence provided the rationale for selection of the 
fourth site. This approach gives the study significance at the national level but only in relation 
to the urban settings where these clusters of services were located. The services sampled are 
listed in Table 4.2.  
 
                                                          
25
 The AMFT services were a discrete sub-program within the broader Family Relationships Program. The 
AMFT initiative had a clearly separate identity and development history, and in this study is referred to, along 
with HACC, SAAP and YHPP, as a program. 
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Table 4.2   Sampled services 
 
 
Funding 
program 
Location Type of Auspice Service type  
1 AMFT  Gold Coast Multi-service religious human services 
organisation (Catholic) incorporated 
under Religious, Education and 
Charitable Institutions Act  
Adolescent mediation 
and family therapy 
10 to 21-year-olds and 
families 
2 AMFT Darwin Multi-service religious human services 
organisation (Protestant) 
Adolescent mediation 
and family therapy 
10 to 21-year-olds and 
families 
3 AMFT East 
Melbourne 
Multi-service incorporated association 
which specialises in counselling and 
mediation 
Adolescent mediation 
and family therapy 
10 to 21-year-olds and 
families 
4 AMFT Wollongong Multi-service Company Limited by 
Guarantee 
Adolescent mediation 
and family therapy 
10 to 21-year-olds and 
families 
5 HACC Gold Coast Multi-service religious human services 
organisation (Catholic) incorporated 
under Religious, Education and 
Charitable Institutions Act  
Non-residential respite 
6 HACC  Darwin Multi-service incorporated association Respite 
 
7 HACC Wollongong Multi-service incorporated association Respite (any age) and 
Peer Support Club (12 to 
18-year-olds)  
8 HACC East 
Melbourne 
Multi-service disability organisation Non-residential  respite 
and social support 
0 to 18-year-olds 
9 SAAP  Gold Coast Multi-service incorporated association Externally supported 
medium term 
16 to 18-year-olds 
 
10 SAAP Darwin Multi-service religious human services 
organisation (Protestant) 
Externally supported 
medium term 
15 to 19-year-olds 
11 SAAP East 
Melbourne 
Multi-service religious human services 
organisation (Protestant) 
Support and advocacy 
service 
15 to 25-year-olds 
12 SAAP Wollongong Multi-service incorporated association  
 
On-site staff supported 
medium-term units for 14 
to 17-year-olds 
13 SAAP Wollongong Multi-service company limited by 
guarantee 
 
On-site staff supported 
medium-term house for 
14 to 17-year-olds 
14 SAAP Gold Coast Multi-service incorporated association  Support and advocacy for 
10 to 21-year-olds 
Externally supported 
medium term  
16 to 21-year-olds 
15 SAAP Wollongong Multi-service company limited by 
guarantee 
Support and advocacy 
(outreach)  
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12 to 20-year-olds 
16 SAAP Gold Coast Multi-service incorporated association Refuge 
12 to 18-year-olds 
17 SAAP Darwin Multi-service religious human services 
organisation (nondenominational) 
Refuge 
15 to 18-year-olds 
 
18 SAAP East 
Melbourne 
Multi-service religious human services 
organisation (Protestant) incorporated 
under Victorian Act of parliament 
Refuge 
15 to 20-year-olds 
19 SAAP  Wollongong Multi-service incorporated association  Refuge 
12 to 17-year-olds 
20 YHPP Gold Coast Multi-service incorporated association Early intervention 
support 
12 to 18-year-olds 
21 YHPP Darwin Multi-service religious human services 
organisation (nondenominational) 
Early intervention 
support 
12 to 18-year-olds 
22 YHPP East 
Melbourne 
Community based management 
committee auspiced by church 
(Protestant) 
Early intervention 
support 
12 to 18-year-olds 
23 YHPP Wollongong Multi-service incorporated association  
 
Early intervention 
support 
12 to 18-year-olds 
 
 
In total 23 services were sampled. Of these, 11 were SAAP-funded, 4 were HACC-funded, 
4 AMFT-funded and 4 YHPP-funded. Almost all were located in multi-service organisations, 
ranging from relatively small multi-service incorporated associations to large multi-site State-
wide or church community service organisations. 
The clusters of services from the same organisation were as follows: 
• Cluster 1: Two SAAP (a refuge and a medium-term house), and one YHPP; 
• Cluster 2: Two SAAP (a refuge and a medium-term staffed house), and one YHPP; 
• Cluster 3: One SAAP (externally supported medium-term units), one Reconnect, and one 
AMFT; 
• Cluster 4: One AMFT and one HACC; 
• Cluster 5: Two SAAP (one medium-term staffed house and one outreach). 
Service access was negotiated through letters sent to the coordinator/manager of the 
sampled services (Appendix A), followed by phone contact to negotiate access to a front-line 
worker who met the criteria, and, at a later time, access to service documentation. All the 
sampled services agreed to participate, and either arranged for the worker to be available at a 
negotiated time, or provided contact details for the worker so a meeting could be organised 
with them directly.  
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Description of the respondent workers in terms of sampling criteria 
 
Workers were nominated by the coordinator of the service on the basis of the criteria that they 
undertook direct practice that included young people, and that they had at least 12 months 
experience in their current role in the service. A diversity of other characteristics was 
expected. The first part of the interview with front-line workers elicited data regarding their 
role, experience and client mix. The period workers had been in their current position ranged 
from 1 to 7 years, with the mean being 2.8 years. The period they had been working in that 
service ranged from 1 to 12 years, the mean being 4.3 years. Seventeen of the 23 respondent 
workers had worked in other human service positions before gaining their current position. 
Workers’ estimates of the percentage of their working time devoted to direct practice 
ranged from 30% to 100%, with the mean being 57%. A range of other indirect practice 
duties occupied the remainder of these workers’ time, including advocacy, administration, 
meetings, and, for a number of workers in small organisations, coordination duties.  
 
Choice and design of data collection strategies 
 
The choice of data collection strategies was guided by the nature of the research questions, 
and the requirements of the propositions generated from the review of the literature. The 
following methods were employed to examine the propositions:  
• semi-structured interviews with a sample of non-profit front-line workers to ascertain 
their SUR understandings and practices;  
• content analysis of government policies, statements, program guidelines and standards for 
their SUR omissions and commissions; 
• content analysis of sampled workers’ organisational and service policy statements, and 
other organisational documentation to describe the service model and ascertain SUR 
orientation; 
• review of documentation from agencies established to assist in the claiming of SUR in the 
sampled programs, and interviews where possible with key informants; 
• interviews with key informant managers in non-profit organisations that had more than 
one sampled service type.  
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Semi-structured interviews 
 
The semi-structured interviews (Miles & Huberman 1994) included a mixture of closed, 
categorical and open-ended questions oriented at gaining insight into the way particular 
factors influenced the workers’ conceptions of SUR and their practice. This approach was 
appropriate for the multiple case study methodology. When examining the same phenomena, 
it is beneficial in terms of reliability to articulate set categories of questions that all 
respondents are asked to answer (Miles & Huberman 1994).  
A point-in-time examination of a suitable sample of practitioners was seen as valid for 
gaining data on their front-line understandings of SUR, and accounts of their practice 
approaches. Front-line practitioners from the sampled services were interviewed in 1999. 
This approach is similar to a post-test-only design in experimental group design studies (see 
Grinnell 1997, p.286-289), or what Hakim (1987, p.63) describes as ‘single-time studies’ 
which cover an extended period (for example, Lacey 1970; Kagan 1978; Martin 1980).  
The text of the interview schedule developed incorporated explanations of key terms and 
the reason for each particular line of questioning. This explicitness was considered important 
in the light of a symbolic interactionist insight, which suggests that if researchers are not clear 
about the information they are seeking, and the purposes of their research, respondents will 
search for clues regarding these and the result will be reduced validity and reliability (Foddy 
1993, p.21). 
The interview schedule was piloted on a small sample of south-east Queensland 
respondents (n = 3) not included in the final sample. The pilot schedule was revised in 
accordance with the questions suggested by Foddy (1993, p.185), citing Converse and Presser 
(1986). These interviews were tape-recorded and reviewed, as suggested by Fowler and 
Mangione (1990, p.93), and the views of pilot respondents regarding suggestions for changes 
were invited at the time of interview.  
The introduction to the interview schedule (Appendix B) included explanations of: 
• the orientation of the research; 
• the ethical standards applying to participation in the interview. This explanation included 
voluntariness of general participation, not having to answer any question the respondent 
did not wish to, the use of data in a way that respected the respondents’ confidentiality, 
and contact details for supervisors should the respondent wish to raise a concern or 
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complaint. Permission to proceed on this basis and to tape-record the interview was 
confirmed; 
• the content of the interview and an invitation to ‘take a break’ if wanted. This is 
consistent with the view that in longer interviews it is important to build in breaks 
(Reamer 1998, p.244). 
The interview contained sections that sought practitioner responses on the following: 
• the workers’ context for practice, including their role, qualifications, experience, client 
base, and view of client expectations; 
• terminology around SUR used by the worker and in the service; 
• vignettes of practice situations incorporating SUR considerations; 
• questionnaire asking workers to indicate the relevance of particular rights, and SUR 
generally, to their practice context; 
• practice worries in relation to SUR; 
• potential areas of constraint; 
• consumer rights policies, expectations and support mechanisms of the service, and those 
used by the worker.  
The phenomenon of SUR can be seen as a difficult one to oppose in the non-profit human 
services field where advocacy in relation to client rights has a longstanding place in practice. 
It was considered important to stress to workers being interviewed that the interviewer did not 
have a view on whether SUR was necessarily good or useful in practice. The preamble to the 
interview schedule communicated this, and invited the widest variety of responses. In 
addition, the concept of practice worries (Rein 1983) was explicitly used in the interview to 
validate and elicit nuances of complexity and tension in workers’ views and experiences. The 
questions variously sought attitudinal and experiential material. This fits with Foddy (1993, 
p.34) who indicates that questions eliciting actual experiences should accompany questions 
that are more hypothetical in orientation.  
The interviews were conducted at the service in a space suggested by the worker. This was 
in most cases a lounge or meeting space area that was not being used at the time. Most 
workers indicated before, or during the interview, that they found the topic interesting and 
many indicated afterwards that the interview had prompted them to think more deeply about 
SUR than they had previously. This was anticipated, and the interview questions were worded 
to reveal the purpose of the question to the respondent (Foddy 1993, p.71). Consistent with 
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Foddy (1993, p.97), respondents were affirmed when they provided detailed examples, and 
encouraged to give more information if they quickly provided short responses. The interviews 
lasted approximately 2 hours, although in a small number of cases this extended to 3 hours, 
largely as a result of lengthy answers combined with respondents’ high level of interest in the 
topic. Relatively lengthy qualitative interviews have been successfully used in other studies 
(Harrison 1991, McCraken 1988, p.37). The strengths of a single lengthy interview over other 
forms of engagement include the capacity to capture penetrating qualitative analysis in a way 
that is unobtrusive, and is preferable in terms of time demands on practitioners when 
compared to participant observation, or prolonged contact (McCraken 1988, p.11). In this 
study, for reasons of practicality, only one field visit was possible to the four geographic sites 
in different parts of Australia. The conduct of interviews was usually accompanied by a ‘tour’ 
of the service, during which it was possible to gain additional insight into the context of the 
practitioners’ work. A file was maintained for each service to record observations and 
insights and to locate relevant documents. 
Other principles built into the design and use of the interview schedule were: 
• Memory for salient events is best for the previous year (Foddy 1993, p.92). 
• Recall is enhanced when the item in question is encoded in the interview in a way that the 
respondent themselves would use (Thomson et al., cited in Foddy 1993, p.95). For 
example, this technique was used in asking about practice worries in relation to specific 
individual rights arenas, which was expected to have greater salience for respondents than 
the more generalised notion of service user rights. 
• Closed questions should be strategically used to gain clear quantifiable responses in a 
range of key areas. 
• Listening and using various non-judgemental methods are important to encourage people 
to talk about their situation and practice (Harrison 1991, p.30).  
The interview included three short vignettes about front-line practice situations. These 
were used to elicit from workers accounts of how they thought about practice. A vignette is a 
focused description of a series of events taken to be emblematic in the case, structured as a 
narrative, and which preserves the chronological flow of the normally brief time span it 
covers (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.81; Erikson 1986). The vignettes were produced by the 
author on the basis of substantial knowledge of the practice contexts of the sampled workers, 
and were tested for face validity in the pilot phase of the interviewing. The vignettes were 
each implicitly oriented to a different service user right, these being the right of the client to 
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access personal information held by the service, the right to complain, and the right to 
autonomy, including confidentiality. The implicit embedding of rights into the vignettes, 
combined with the relevance of the scenarios to the workers’ practice context, was designed 
to provide data from which workers’ theories of use in relation to rights could be discerned.  
Vignettes are suitable for use in studies where the research questions are well specified, 
where ‘pockets’ of meaningful data can be identified (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.81), and 
where comparability across cases is sought. Short vignettes have been found useful in 
clarifying the meaning of a concept or exploring ethical issues (Mellinger, Huffine & Balter 
1982; Foddy 1993, p.44), and in exploring practitioners’ approaches to practice (Fook, Ryan 
& Hawkins 2000, p.15). Tasks for respondents that are seen as novel and engaging are more 
likely to invoke accurate introspection (Foddy 1993, p.91). The use of vignettes generally 
provoked clear and thoughtful responses, and provided a window into the practice values and 
ideas preferred by respondents.  
The analytic device of ‘practice problems and worries’ was also utilised in the interview to 
investigate workers’ practice in relation to SUR. Rein (1983, p.140) suggests that in everyday 
practice there are at times oppositions that appear, where the performance of practice ‘resists 
the practitioners’ efforts’. The pressure to analytically process these is experienced as a 
‘worry’, an ill-defined concern, which may crystallise into a problem warranting cognitive 
resolution. The linkage between practice worries and problems was briefly outlined, and 
workers were asked for examples from their practice during the last 12 months. This was 
followed by specific prompts for any examples in relation to a young person’s rights to 
privacy of information, being fully involved in case decisions, and lodging complaints, and 
revisited the areas of rights canvassed in the second and third vignettes. The purpose was to 
enhance the capacity to reliably categorise the workers’ understandings of SUR in their 
practice.  
The interview process also incorporated a written-response survey to establish each 
worker’s espoused orientation to rights-as-entitlements, and any relativities regarding this 
between specific rights. The rights in the statements of rights from the sampled human 
services programs (particularly SAAP documentation, as this contained the most extensive 
and detailed lists of rights), were content analysed, and in a generic form incorporated into the 
written questionnaire. Ten categories of SUR rights were generated, with some containing 
more than one specific right. These categories grouped rights to: 
• information; 
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• access; 
• autonomy and voice in their case; 
• have grievances heard and responded to; 
• advocacy support; 
• privacy and confidentiality; 
• safety; 
• culturally sensitive treatment; 
• minimum standards; 
• citizenship. 
Workers were asked to rate, using a Lickert scale, the extent to which they agreed with the 
statement ‘In this service it is critically important that young people have an enforceable 
entitlement to …’ in relation to each of the 22 rights. The wording was deliberately 
unequivocal to encourage variable evaluative judgement by respondents. The survey was 
filled out by the worker in private at a particular point in the interview process. The espoused 
position of the respondents was again checked at the conclusion of the interview, in part for 
reliability purposes, and in part to offer practitioners the opportunity to revise their position in 
light of any reflections they had during the interview. 
All interviews were recorded, the rationale being that this is applicable for lengthy 
interviews which explore a wide range of complex issues (Reamer 1998, p.240). Recording 
was on high-quality minidisks, using an unobtrusive lapel pick-up, rendering the transposing 
to text by a third party relatively easy.  
 
Documentary research  
 
Documents can be seen as the sedimentations of social practices (May 2001, p.176). An 
ethnographic approach, which emphasises issues of authenticity, credibility, and 
representativeness was used in document selection (Morgan 2000, p.120). It is important that 
the policy documents analysed are key representations or sources of SUR positions at the 
program and organisational levels. This research required a clear description of the content 
and intention of SUR in the sampled human service programs against which could be 
compared the understandings and approaches to practice of front-line workers. The method of 
documentary research was chosen for its unobtrusiveness, its reliability as a data source, and 
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its capacity to provide an empirical basis for the longitudinal analysis of SUR in human 
service programs for the period of interest, namely 1985 to 1999.  
The meaning of documents can be divided into intended, received and content meaning 
(Scott 1990; May 2001, p.190). Various documents in this study were collected and analysed 
to understand their content, describe the SUR policy context, and contribute to analysis of 
goals and content of the SUR agenda in particular programs. The received meaning is 
examined through the collection and analysis of relevant organisational policies, and the 
semi-structured interviews with front-line workers. 
The temporal aspect of the research focus was influential in selecting a research strategy. 
Document analysis was seen as the most valid and reliable method for describing and 
analysing the approach to SUR in human services programs over a period of some 14 years. 
Other methods, such as interviewing personnel within government, were unlikely to provide 
significant additional relevant data for the period under investigation. Key government 
statements and program-level documentation regarding the orientation and expectations of the 
particular funding program were seen as reflecting key actual adopted positions, not only of 
government, but of the program itself, as these positions were often negotiated within the 
relevant industry sub-sector, or included input and comment from the field and other 
stakeholders as part of the program document production process. Certain documents, such as 
the 1993 SAAP Strategic Directions document, and the 1990 HACC Statement of Rights and 
Responsibilities were seminal in their expression of program expectations for the period in 
question.  
The approach taken is essentially critical realist, where documents which are naturalistic— 
that is, not generated by the research process (Brenner 1985, p.254) — are seen to have a 
degree of correspondence to the events to which they relate. Written documents represent a 
valid source of judging the content, requirements and espoused intention of the SUR agenda 
as presented to services. They were substantial in number, and constituted the preferred 
method of endorsed communication about program delivery expectations by governments and 
program administrations. All documents collected were examined for their relevance, and 
while the analysis was selective, according to this judged relevance, no other sampling 
process was used.  
All documents identified as relevant and able to be collected were included for analysis. 
The criterion for relevance was if the document discussed in some way the rights of service 
users, or the purpose and orientation of the program, or the way direct practice should be 
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undertaken within that program. Documents were collected at three levels as shown in Table 
4.3. 
 
Table 4.3   Levels and sources of formal policy data 
 
Level of policy Source of data 
Program  Documents indicating program policies and 
considerations at both Commonwealth and 
State/Territory levels (Commonwealth Hansard and 
ministerial statements, rights statements, standards, 
guidelines, evaluation and other reports, proforma 
service contracts) 
Organisation  Organisational policies and documents which applied 
to the specific service 
Service  Service-specific policies and documents 
 
At the program level, documents were collected over a period of years (1992–2002), 
through methods including direct phone and face-to-face discussions with officers from the 
relevant departmental units. Access was not sought to documents subject to privacy or 
confidentiality provisions, as these would be firstly difficult to locate, and secondly were not 
likely to add value to the data base. The following documents were seen as potential sources 
of the program level of intention and description (a list of these can be found in Appendix D):  
• Commonwealth Hansard, ministerial statements, and Estimates Committee responses 
from departmental officers; 
• National and State/Territory statements of user rights or rights and responsibilities; 
• program evaluation reports. All programs were formally evaluated nationally at least once 
during the sample period. Some programs were evaluated at the State/Territory level and 
were included if they were in a sampled State/Territory; 
• published strategic plans, minimum standards and standards documents, and good 
practice summaries and guidelines; 
• program brochures, posters and other promotional materials; 
• commissioned program reports, published and unpublished; 
• program newsletters; 
• documents from non-government industry bodies on user rights issues and policies. 
Documentary research at the levels of the service and the organisation occurred in two 
ways. To avoid the situation where workers may feel they should prepare for the interview by 
reviewing organisational policies, a generic list of requested materials was provided at the 
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time of the service visit following the interview (see Appendix E). To this list was added any 
specific policies and documents workers had identified as relevant during the interview. In 
half of cases, the nominated documents were provided at the time of the field visit, and in 
other cases were mailed after the visit. 
The documentation requested was: 
• an outline of the service and its objectives; 
• an outline of the parent organisation if the service was part of a larger organisation; 
• any relevant policies, such as a statement of user/client rights and/or responsibilities, code 
of ethics or conduct, written service standards, complaints policy, statement of service 
principles, contract or information sheet used with clients;  
• any other documented mechanism that the service used to inform practice about the rights 
of service users, or which the worker referred to in the interview as relevant.  
 
Data from advocacy and complaints bodies 
 
The spread of responsibilities for the delivery of community services across jurisdictions 
means there is no uniform system or mechanism across Australia for the users of non-profit 
human services to take action to claim SUR, or to make a complaint. The nature and scope of 
support infrastructure and remedies vary across States and Territories, and often across 
programs. In order to better appreciate the contexts of SUR, relevant documents were 
collected from agencies involved in individual or case advocacy in relation to the funded 
programs in the States and Territories. One in-depth interview was conducted with a key 
informant from an agency that undertook extensive SUR work with non-profit community 
services, their clients, and front-line staff. The same ethical considerations were applied to 
this interview as to the front-line worker interviews. To protect confidentiality, this agency is 
not named. The partial nature of this documentary and interview data, and its distance from 
the front line of practice, mean it was used where relevant for contextualising SUR policies 
and front-line practice, and to illustrate themes identified in the main data, rather than as data 
for drawing conclusions. 
 
Additional interviews in selected case studies 
 
A small number of interviews (n = 3) were undertaken with organisational managers 
responsible for more than one of the sampled services. These gave additional insights into the 
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organisational context, and some additional support for themes and conclusions drawn from 
the analysis of worker interviews. These interviews were guided by a small number of general 
questions (see Appendix F). Access to the relevant manager in two of the clusters could not 
be scheduled. As the major source of organisational data in these cases came from an 
extensive amount of provided documentation, this limitation is not seen as problematic. 
 
Timing of fieldwork 
 
The issue of SUR development being at a variable and generally low level has been 
documented in a number of studies (McDonald & Crane 1995; National Evaluation Team 
1999). One factor cited to explain this has been the relative recency of SUR policies in the 
human services (Gibson, Turrell, & Jenkins 1993, p.88). In the sampled programs, recency 
was not seen as a constraint on adoption, given the time elapsed since services were required 
to develop and implement SUR policies. The semi-structured interviews with workers were 
undertaken between June and August 1999. Key informant interviews with managers and 
external advocacy and complaints bodies were undertaken between June and December 1999. 
This timing allowed the issue of recency in SAAP and HACC to be eliminated as a factor. 
 
Data analysis 
 
The framework used for data analysis was drawn from Miles and Huberman (1994). The data 
analysis was interactive and involved three interlinked sub-processes: data reduction, data 
display and conclusion drawing/verification (Miles & Huberman, 1984, 1994; Huberman & 
Miles 1998). The analysis involved data reduction both before and after data collection. This 
interactive model of data analysis (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.12) is represented below in 
Figure 4.1.  
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Figure 4.1  Model of data analysis (Miles & Huberman 1994) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The process used in the research involved developing an initial conceptual model with 
attendant propositions (Chapters 2 and 3); developing, piloting and refining the interview 
schedule; collecting data, including undertaking fieldwork; reducing data through coding and 
categorisation; comparing data segments and developing data displays which allowed the 
propositions to be contradicted, affirmed or made more complex; and proposing and checking 
across cases of other hypotheses. Emerging ideas about theory, and how these might be 
verified, were considered throughout this process, with replication of the conceptual 
framework sought across cases (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.175). 
 
Analysis of worker interviews  
 
A range of data reduction techniques were applied to the transcribed interview transcripts. 
Miles and Huberman (1994, pp.245-46) cite 13 tactics for qualitative data reduction, a 
number of which were used, including noting patterns and themes, clustering, achieving 
integration through metaphors, counting, sharpening understanding through making contrasts 
and comparisons, differentiation, seeing things and their relationships more clearly 
(subsuming particulars under the general, noting relations between variables), systematically 
assembling a coherent understanding of data, building a logical chain of evidence, and 
making conceptual and theoretical coherence. 
The semi-structured nature of the interview allowed responses to many questions to 
themselves form coding categories. This was supplemented by coding across the interviews, 
and across particular cases, using start lists of codes derived from the conceptual framework, 
 
Data collection 
 
Data display 
 
Data reduction 
 
Conclusions: 
drawing/ verifying 
 
 102 
the propositions and the key foci of interest. In respect of the factors explored, workers were 
asked through questions or prompts about the relevance of a particular factor from their 
experience, the effect this had on their practice, and for a case example from their practice. 
The following is an example drawn from the interview schedule: 
 
Q Do you think an explicit focus on client rights for young people in human services 
makes it more difficult to have a good worker–client relationship? (Yes/No) 
 
What has led you to this view? (Prompt for a practice example if appropriate) 
 
Can you tell me about any strategies you have used … to deal with these difficulties? 
(or) to make use of this complementariness? 
 
As shown in the above example, data was at times sought which was amenable to quantitative 
analysis (Lee 1998, p.121). Categorical data can be produced and quantitative analysis of this 
undertaken not only from scaled instruments and nominal variables, but from open-ended 
questions, and cross-case statistical analysis can legitimately be incorporated into case study 
research designs when the number of cases is sufficient for this to be meaningful (Lee 1998, 
p.123).  
Recorded interviews were listened to and read to assist in understanding the interviews as 
a whole. They were transcribed and converted into Ethnograph 5.0 files for coding. The start 
codes were refined during the data analysis, and other codes generated inductively to explore 
emergent patterns and possibilities. Several returns to the data were made, with the memo 
facility in Ethnograph used to record, and build on, questions and to develop lines of 
reasoning. Quantitative and categorical data, some of which was generated through analysis 
using Ethnograph, was entered into the quantitative data analysis package SPSS to enable 
within-data and across-data matrix displays to be generated. With both these packages, 
themes within and across cases were drawn out by looking for relationships between codes 
and categories (Padgett 1998, p.83), and these formed the basis for the analysis contained in 
Chapters 7 to 10. Codes and code definitions can be found in Appendix G.  
 
Analysis of documents 
 
The approach chosen for document analysis was qualitative content analysis. Content analysis 
is applicable to the study of direct human services practice (as in Marsden 1971; Fischer 
1978) and to the analysis of social policy. Content analysis has the strengths of being 
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unobtrusive, nonreactive and independently verifiable (Marshall & Rossman 1999, p.117). To 
adequately account for the limitation of inferential reasoning which accompanies content 
analysis, it is important to be explicit about the logic of interpretation used in inferring 
meaning (Marshall & Rossman 1999, p.117). The codes used and their definitions are listed 
in Appendix G, and examples from documents are cited within the analysis to illustrate 
conclusions drawn. 
Classic content analysis is used to transform qualitative material into quantitative data 
(Rubin & Babbie 1993, p.406) by reducing text to a unit-by-variable matrix through the 
application of defined codes, allowing analysis that can test hypotheses (Ryan & Bernard 
2000, p.785). The description of SUR policies in force in the period leading up to the 
interviews of workers was in part undertaken using this approach.  
The sampled programs constitute four cases, and the examination of program-level 
documentation allowed any historical shifts in the place and interpretation of SUR to be 
identified. In qualitative content analysis ‘the analyst picks out what is relevant for analysis 
and pieces it together to create tendencies, sequences, patterns and orders’ (Ericson, Baranek, 
& Chan 1991, p.55). This more qualitative approach to the various types of documents is 
necessary to identify the approaches to, descriptions of, and associations about SUR that they 
contain, through both commission and omission. 
The various types of data contribute to the consideration of the propositions and the 
conceptual map, developed in earlier chapters. The analysis of data focused, in the first 
instance, on exploring the efficacy of the propositions generated from the literature review, 
and conceptual modelling. Table 4.4 below provides an example of how propositions relating 
to one factor, the model of service delivery, were explored in the analysis of data.  
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Table 4.4 Linking the data analysis to the propositions 
 
Propositions: Model of Service Delivery 
 
Analysis strategy 
Proposition 8 
The model of service delivery strongly 
conditions how front-line workers approach 
SUR.  
 
 
 
 
• Cases clustered according to model of 
service delivery, and cases clustered to 
compare worker conceptions of SUR and 
nominated practice approaches across 
clusters. 
• Interface with other factors deduced through 
within-case analysis, and across-cluster 
analysis of disconfirming and confirming 
data. 
Proposition 9 
Front-line workers are less likely to adopt SUR 
in models of service that are relational in 
orientation. 
 
• Cases clustered into relational and non-
relational models of service delivery (as per 
code definitions) by examining service-level 
documentation and worker descriptions of 
service context. 
• Orientation to SUR in these clusters 
compared. Disconfirming and confirming 
data sought, together with other possible 
explanations. 
• Interview questions eliciting workers’ 
practice worries in respect of practice where 
contact with or joint work with the young 
person’s family was involved. Disconfirming 
and confirming data looked for. 
• Proposition revisited, confirmed, 
disconfirmed, altered, replaced. 
 
The above example reflects the analysis strategies of looking for disconfirming evidence, or 
examples counter to a pattern noticed in the data, using a range of strategies to contribute to 
the forming of conclusions, and the deductive clustering of sites (Miles & Huberman 1994, 
pp.246-250). Counting frequencies was used in conjunction with qualitative content analysis 
to assist in description, in the verification of propositions, and in protecting against bias 
(Miles & Huberman 1994, p.253).  
 
Reliability and validity  
 
The limitations of the study need to be acknowledged. In qualitative studies using a 
transformative realist approach, considerations of the quality of conclusions drawn in a study 
involve particular perspectives on the overlapping issues of reliability, internal validity, and 
external validity, or generalisability (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.277).  
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Reliability 
 
The reliability of a qualitative study of this type rests on the use of an explicit, clear process 
undertaken with reasonable care that is ‘consistent and reasonably stable over time and across 
methods and researchers’ (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.278). Reliability in this study was 
ensured through using a relatively standardised approach to data collection applied across 
multiple sites, where data collection was undertaken only by the researcher, to reduce the 
opportunity for variability in data collection (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.278). In respect of 
data description, the coding categories were defined to allow reliable application to the texts 
concerned.  
The study is limited to a particular period, and it cannot be assumed that a study of front-
line workers at another point in time would generate the same conclusions. Indeed one 
underlying premise of the study is that front-line human services practice is significantly 
defined by the multiple levels of its context, including time.  
A further potential loss of reliability is through variability of interpretations of key 
constructs (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.278), such as SUR. Rather than attempt to become 
clear about constructs that were not uniformly understood, the study chose to approach these 
from a critical perspective, and build consideration of how they were interpreted into the 
theoretical model developed, and into the research process itself. 
 
Internal validity 
 
In studies of this type the key question regarding internal validity is the credibility and 
authenticity of the findings, which can be stated as ‘Do we have an authentic portrait of what 
we are looking at?’ (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.278). Validation, in this sense, involves 
choosing between competing and falsifiable explanations (Kvale 1989). In the generally 
deductive style of this study, disconfirming evidence was actively sought and applied to the 
propositions. The risks associated with observer bias were limited by the multiple case study 
approach, and by using theory to systematise data collection and analysis (Brodkin 2000). 
This said, the number of cases in each cluster of program type and model of service delivery 
was relatively small, reflecting limitations in the capacity to geographically access more cases 
of some types.  
A key question in regard to the validity of the study concerns the extent to which the 
accounts of workers can be seen as reflecting their understandings. Argyris and Schon (1974, 
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p.66) provide a range of reasons why the accounts by practitioners of their practice can be 
seen as valid sources of their theories-in-use, and which are relevant to this study: 
• Practitioner reports are used to gain insight into theories-in-use, not to accurately describe 
the behaviour of practitioners. In this study, the objective was to illuminate the factors 
influencing worker understandings of practice, rather than accurately describe their 
practice. 
• There is evidence that the majority of workers sampled clearly viewed themselves as 
experienced workers who are not likely to be easily ‘cajoled or impressed’. 
• The theories-in-use embedded in interview responses often ran counter to workers’ 
espoused theory about rights. While there may have been some attempt by some workers 
to seek coherence between the two, and so present their practice as more pro-rights than it 
was, the nature of the data suggests this was not a preoccupation of respondents.  
However, the accounts of practitioners should be taken as indicative rather than representative 
of their understandings, and it is through the examination of patterns across multiple cases 
that confidence in the analytic conclusions was reached. 
 
External validity 
 
The generalisations from qualitative studies such as this are analytic, rather than ‘sample to 
population’ (Firestone 1993; Miles & Huberman 1994, p.28). For multiple site studies to 
generate confidence in their analytic conclusions, it is necessary to have a sufficient number 
of cases with characteristics amenable to cross-case comparison of the conceptual framework 
(Miles & Huberman 1994, p.30). The sampling approach taken at the program, 
organisational, model of service delivery, and worker levels was designed to achieve a 
sufficiently diverse set of cases, clustered around significant variables, to allow this type of 
analytic generalisation.  
The key strength of the multiple case study approach used in this study is its capacity to 
allow the researcher to understand the logic of street-level practice, and how it is structured 
within specific organisational settings (Brodkin 2000). The capacity to generalise across 
agencies and jurisdictions is limited, but this approach can provide an empirical basis from 
which to identify factors that generally influence how front-line practice exercises discretion 
in policy implementation (Brodkin 1997, p.7). Further, this approach is part of the larger 
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project of critically examining the nexus between policy categories promoted for adoption at 
the front line, and the practical meaning given to such categories in practice.  
 
As applied theory, street-level research can help to guard against the reification of 
policy categories and constructs that may inhibit our ability to appreciate what 
actually goes on under the rubric of policy implementation. It offers a lens through 
which to acquire a fuller picture of how policy is produced and acquires its practical 
meaning in everyday life (Brodkin 2000). 
 
Ethical considerations 
 
The particular ethical issues that required consideration in this study are detailed below, 
together with the approach taken to address them. Three issues are discussed: the provision of 
information and gaining of consent from research participants; the potential for harm being 
done to research participants; and confidentiality. 
 
Information and consent 
 
A letter was sent to the coordinators of sampled services on university letterhead with 
information regarding the nature and purpose of the study, and requesting the involvement of 
a front-line practitioner from that service, and of the manager where more than one service 
from that organisation was involved. It was made clear that participation was voluntary for 
both services and front-line practitioners, and could be withdrawn at any stage. Contact 
details for the researcher and supervisors were provided. Where the manager referred the 
researcher’s request to a worker, this information was verbally reiterated, and an additional 
copy of the letter sent if the worker had not been given it by the service. In addition, the 
standard preamble to the interview included a statement about ethical considerations, which 
again indicated that participation was voluntary, and that the respondent could withdraw from 
the interview at any time, and could choose not to answer any question . Permission was 
sought to tape-record the interview and use the transcript in non-identifying ways for the 
purposes of the research. A copy of the standard letter was again offered to respondents in 
case they did not have a copy.  
The types of organisational documents requested by the researcher were listed on an A4 
sheet and, on the advice of the worker, access to these was negotiated with the service 
manager or through the worker. Specific documents mentioned by the worker during the 
interview as relevant were added in handwriting to the list and this provided to the service. 
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While this documentation was generally unpublished, it was willingly provided, either on the 
day of the field visit or by post. When the researcher became aware of other relevant 
documents, such as an evaluation, the manager of the service was contacted for permission to 
use the document in the research. Verbal permission to use a small number of unpublished 
program-related documents from government departments was also sought and received.  
 
Effects on participants 
 
Research should not harm those being studied, and it must be recognised that such harm may 
be subtle and psychological (Rubin & Babbie 1993, p.59). While the particular topics 
included in the semi-structured interview related to the professional rather than the personal 
domain, and were not apparently painful to discuss, it was nonetheless important to consider 
the potential discomfort of respondents when asked to comment on areas of practice that they 
may not have previously considered in depth. Further, the subject of service user rights in 
human services can have strong normative connotations that could cause discomfort during 
close questioning. For this reason, and to minimise any perception of researcher preference, it 
was important to affirm in the letter to services, in the interview preamble, and when 
appropriate during the interview, that there were no prior expectations about the approach 
adopted in services or by workers, that the area was a complex one, and that I was not looking 
for information that either supported or challenged service user rights. Where appropriate 
during the interview, workers’ reflection on their practice, and sharing of their experiences 
were affirmed. The researcher was also mindful of the need for qualitative researchers to 
develop sufficient trust with respondents to create an interviewing environment conducive to 
gaining good-quality responses.  
In a relatively long interview, it is important that the impact on workers be considered. For 
this reason workers were invited to request a break, and the natural break afforded by filling 
in the questionnaire was frequently used. This is consistent with the view that in longer 
interviews it is important to build in breaks (Reamer 1998, p.244). In three cases the workers 
were called on to attend to a crisis and the interview was completed on a second visit. 
Subsequent analysis of the interview data indicated that this did not result in a changed 
orientation by the worker to the topic between sessions. In almost all cases the respondent 
workers made unsolicited remarks that they found the subject, and process of engaging in the 
interview, an interesting and stimulating experience.  
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Confidentiality 
 
Issues of confidentiality in qualitative research are heightened by the position of trust that the 
researcher aims to develop, and the small sample sizes that render respondents more easily 
identifiable (Finch 1986, p.203). Such issues were present in this study, due to the relatively 
small number of services in Australia of the type studied. From an early point in the research 
design it was decided for this reason that data would not be reported according to geographic 
location.  
Confidentiality of the individual respondents and others was maintained through the 
research process by assigning codes to the interview tapes, using general descriptors rather 
than the actual names of the services, and the removal from the transcripts of any identifying 
material. While participating services and organisations were not guaranteed confidentiality 
and did not seek it, the names of services have not been used in the reporting of data. 
 
Conclusion 
  
This chapter has detailed the research strategy and methods employed in the study. The 
research issues to be addressed in responding to the research question have been discussed. A 
qualitative multi-site and multi-level methodology was outlined, together with the two core 
methods data collection: semi-structured interviews with experienced practitioners in 
carefully selected sites; and the analysis of program- and service-related documentation. The 
linkage between data analysis and the consideration of the propositions was outlined. 
The following five chapters present and discuss the data. Chapter 5 presents the analysis of 
the SUR policies of the sampled funding programs.  
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Chapter 5 
 
Service user rights in the sampled programs  
 
In chapters 5 and 6 the contexts of the sample of front-line workers’ practice are 
described and analysed. The qualitative case study methodology employed gains its 
capacity to validly interpret data by the careful and detailed appreciation of cases in 
their relevant contexts. One of the most critical contexts for front-line practice in this 
study is that of the funding program. As outlined in Chapter 2, service user rights 
(SUR) was introduced as an element within particular Australian human services 
programs from the late 1980s. One task of this study is to consider the influence of 
SUR program logic on front-line practitioners. This chapter describes and analyses the 
sampled programs in terms of their espoused SUR policies. Proposition 1, generated 
in Chapter 2, provides the focus for consideration of the data. This proposition 
suggests that: 
 
Human service programs reflect a conception of service user rights which 
results from a combination of factors, these being the conception of rights 
evident in the early stages of the program’s development, the dominant 
approach to human services program management at any given time, and the 
extent to which the program embodies relational goals and methods. 
 
The chapter concludes that the data supports Proposition 1. Proposition 1 is 
diagrammatically represented by Figure 5.1 below. The reference details for the 
unpublished policy documents used in the analysis and cited in this chapter can be 
found in Appendix D. 
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Figure 5.1 Major factors contributing to the conception of SUR 
in Commonwealth programs at the time of the fieldwork 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Proposition 1 is investigated by considering each of the four sampled programs in 
order of their commencement, namely the Home and Community Care Program 
(HACC), the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP), the Adolescent 
Mediation and Family Therapy services (AMFT), and the Youth Homeless Pilot 
Programme (YHPP).  Consistent with the view that policy approaches are not simply 
replaced by subsequent reforms, but form sedimentary layers in the fields they attempt 
to condition, a temporal frame will be applied to this analysis, looking for shifts and 
other critical developments in the various program approaches to SUR. 
The content analysis of program-level documentation in this chapter, and of 
organisational-level documentation in Chapter 6, was undertaken using the framework 
summarised in Table 5.1 below.  
 
Table 5.1 Key constructs used for the content analysis of program-level and  
organisational-level documentation 
 
• Goals and aims of the program/service  
o extent to which these were relational or individual in orientation; the key values and 
principles promoted  
• Term/s for service user, and for service user rights (if any) 
• SUR presented as a cluster of rights, or referred to separately 
• Which specific rights were included/not included 
• Scope of rights 
Program-level conception of SUR at the time of the 
fieldwork 
Conception of SUR in 
the early stages of 
program development 
Approach to human 
services program 
management at the 
time of the fieldwork 
Relational orientation 
of the program 
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o human rights, legal and citizenship rights, consumer rights, practice principles and ideals 
which relate to rights categories 
• The level of espoused commitment to SUR 
o strong–weak; comprehensive–low   
• Approach to client responsibilities, including the interface between rights and 
responsibilities 
• Any limitations on SUR 
• Perception of the service user 
o passive/active; deficient/competent; as having age (youth)-related needs and/or rights 
• Extent to which the rights afforded required proactive behaviour and provisioning 
(rather than simply respect for negative rights)   
• Constructs in which the rights of service users were located or subsumed 
o e.g. new public management ideals; client satisfaction; stakeholder participation 
• Level of operationalisation of rights 
o generalised/operationalisation specified 
• Extent to which SUR was conditioned by a particular model of service, and if so, 
how 
• Any other way SUR was, or was not, conceptualised 
 
 
Data analysis is reported for each program in three subsections: 
• the conception of SUR in the early stages of the program; 
• the extent to which the program had a relational orientation; 
• the approach to SUR at the time of the fieldwork, including any other constructs 
that SUR was located with or subsumed into.  
Following this, the specific SUR to which each program’s documentation exhibited 
commitment is detailed, together with a comparative summary of the programs in 
terms of key characteristics. This analysis highlights the distinctive orientation of the 
various programs, and provides a basis for the consideration in later chapters of what 
happened to SUR program logic in funded services, and at the front line.   
 
Home and Community Care (HACC) 
 
Conception of SUR in the early stages of the program 
 
The HACC Act 1985 contained no explicit mention of SUR. The content of the Act 
was largely concerned with the administration of the program, in particular the 
financial arrangements between the Commonwealth and the States/Territories. While 
the administration of HACC services was undertaken at a State/Territory level, unlike 
SAAP, policy responsibility in relation to standards and national program guidelines 
was nationally located (HACC Act 1985 Clause 10, HACC 1989). The 
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Commonwealth Minister had the power to determine standards and guidelines after 
consultation with State and Territory counterparts. Implementation and monitoring of 
the standards were the responsibility of State and Territory governments, and included 
arrangements for external complaints and appeal mechanisms (House of 
Representatives Standing Committee on Community Affairs 1994, pp.152, 148).  
Consumer rights were developed within HACC as part of a Quality Assurance 
Strategy which comprised the HACC Rights and Responsibilities Statement (1990), 
the HACC National Service Standards (1991), the HACC Program Complaints Policy 
(1992), and associated service provider training (HRSCCA 1994, p.145). A range of 
national support resources were later developed in consultation with the 
States/Territories and service providers. Most central in terms of enunciating SUR 
policy were the HACC Policy and Practice Manual (Gevers 1994), and The Home 
and Community Care National Standards Instrument and Guidelines (HACC 
Standards Working Group 1998).  
The rights afforded were a mix of human rights (individual human worth and 
dignity), citizenship rights (access without discrimination), and consumer rights 
(choice, complaint-making, and choice of advocate) (HACC 1990). Service providers 
acquired a range of correlative responsibilities, which centred on providing the 
consumer with an active and informed role in service delivery that was to be safe, 
confidential and private (HACC 1990). The frame of consumer rights in the service 
relationship was emphasised in all early HACC documentation (see also Gibson 1998, 
p.118). Rights were viewed as strategically necessary for program effectiveness. The 
introduction to the Statement of Rights and Responsibilities of 1990 (HACC 1990) 
encapsulated this when it explained the purpose of the HACC consumer rights 
strategy: 
 
The strategy recognises that, for the program to be effective, services must 
respond to the needs of each individual consumer and consumers must be able 
to exercise their rights and responsibilities. 
 
Consumers were defined as ‘everyone who uses a HACC service’ (Department of 
Health, Housing and Community Services, undated, p.1). Consumers included both 
the frail elderly person, or younger disabled person, at risk of ‘premature or 
inappropriate admission to long term residential care’ (HACC Act 1985 Sec. 5 (1) 
(a)), as well as their carers (Commonwealth Department of Health, Housing and 
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Community Services, undated, p.1). The rights explicitly conferred on HACC 
consumers were relatively limited in number and scope, with the greatest number of 
rights implicit in the stated responsibilities of service providers. While some limited 
reference is made to human and citizenship rights, these are subsumed within 
consumer rights logic. The rights afforded are almost entirely negative in character, 
emphasising the right of the consumer to independence and participation in the 
service delivery decision-making process, or involving rights consistent with being an 
informed and active consumer (HACC 1990). The consumer logic is epitomised in 
‘the right to choose from available alternatives’ (HACC 1990). Whilst the overall 
emphasis was on negative rights the HACC SUR strategy conferred an element of 
positive rights on service users by requiring service providers to be ‘responsive’ to the 
diverse and changing needs of consumers (HACC 1990).  
The HACC National Service Standards incorporated the HACC Rights and 
Responsibilities, and were communicated in pamphlets and booklets themed ‘Getting 
It Right’ (HACC undated). The standards were based on seven objectives, each of 
which related to a broad goal for service management or consumer outcomes (Gevers 
1994, p.xiii). The objectives related to: 
• access to services; 
• information and consultation; 
• efficient and effective management; 
• coordinated, planned and reliable service delivery; 
• privacy, confidentiality and access to personal information; 
• complaints and disputes; 
• advocacy. 
Consistent with new public management ideals, the standards were promoted as 
oriented to the development of consistent service quality. SUR was a tool for 
achieving this.  
 
If standards are fully implemented consumers will receive the same high 
quality of service from any agency’ (Gevers 1994, p.xiii).  
 
Relational orientation 
 
The HACC program focused on providing basic maintenance and support services to 
enable frail older and young people with disabilities to remain at home (Hughes & 
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Alexander 1995, p.1). In relation to young people with disabilities, this translated to 
services aimed to support them and their families. While one of the rationales 
underpinning this was the maintenance of the young person in the family home, the 
services were not relational in character. That is, they did not aim or intervene to alter 
the relationships between young people and their families, but rather provided 
practical support in order to sustain or enhance coping. HACC was framed as funding 
services that were responsive to individuals (Department of Community Services and 
Health 1987, p.7). The Commonwealth Minister for Housing and Aged Care referred 
to ‘the primacy of the individual’ in HACC (Staples 1990, p.2):  
 
Clients must know, and be helped to exercise, their rights as individuals 
(Staples 1990, p.4). 
 
Carers, who comprised a central feature of the HACC service model, were also 
understood as having individual needs, and so should be involved as individuals in 
care plans and needs assessment (Staples 1990, p.4). No tension was referred to 
between the individual interests or needs definition of the carer, and that of the older 
person, or young person with a disability. There is some empirical support for the 
view that such tensions are usually resolved by prioritising the view of the carer or 
family members (Johnson 1998, p.38).  
 
Approach to SUR at the time of the fieldwork 
 
The SUR mechanisms developed in HACC in the early 1990s were still endorsed and 
current in 1999 when the fieldwork was undertaken. There was, however, evidence to 
suggest that implementation had not been comprehensive or entirely successful 
(Gibson 1998). The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Community 
Affairs report (HRSCCA 1994) found that many HACC consumers were not aware of 
the rights and responsibilities statement (HRSCCA 1994, p.146), that the standards 
(which were guidelines at this time) had not been implemented fully in all States 
(HRSCCA 1994, p.153), that there was very limited knowledge of the complaints 
policy (HRSCCA 1994, p.148), that most HACC consumers did not have access to an 
independent complaints mechanism, and that there was no consistent approach within 
the program to ensure they did (HRSCCA 1994, pp.148-149). In May 1995 the 
HACC Standards were gazetted by the Commonwealth Government, resulting in 
compliance becoming mandatory for State and Territory funding agreements with 
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services (HACC Standards Working Group, 1998, p.2). Specifically, the 
Commonwealth model of service agreement required a number of ‘core clauses’ to be 
included in all State and Territory HACC service agreements, one of which required 
user rights policies to be implemented in line with the HACC National Guidelines 
(Aged and Community Care Division, Department of Human Services and Health 
1995, p.71). In coming years the program followed the path of requiring services to 
follow the national guidelines in conjunction with self-assessment to monitor 
compliance. No regulatory system related to the HACC Standards had been developed 
for home-based care (Gibson 1998, p.111).  
HACC policy documents contain no specific consideration of young people as a 
particular user group, perhaps reflecting the broader principle that consumer rights are 
afforded regardless of the capacity of the person to claim them. The HACC service 
types most often applied to young people were respite services and community 
options projects (for example, see HRSCCA 1994, pp.15-17). The fieldwork indicated 
that the various Commonwealth and State Disability Standards often also informed 
HACC service delivery to young people with disabilities. These Disability Standards 
were also rights-based, and contained SUR provisions that were broadly consistent 
with those of HACC. For example, in the Northern Territory, while HACC services 
were reviewed against the HACC Standards at the time of the fieldwork, the Northern 
Territory Disability Service Standards (1999) were written into service agreements for 
compliance by HACC services (personal communication, Territory Health 1999). 
 
Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) 
 
The following discussion of SAAP SUR policies is more extensive than the 
discussion of HACC policies due largely to the generation of program policy 
requirements by both Commonwealth and State/Territory governments. Consideration 
of policy at the Commonwealth level is followed by consideration of each of the four 
jurisdictions responsible for services in the sample. 
 
Conception of SUR in the early stages of the program 
 
The SAAP Act 1985 contained no explicit acknowledgement of SUR. The 
development of SUR in SAAP was informed by developments in other areas of 
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Commonwealth program management, a process that has been described as the 
‘spillover effect’ (Saunders 1993, p.222). In the first review of SAAP (Chesterman 
1988), ‘user rights’ was indicated as a vehicle for service users to gain greater 
independence, reflecting the goal of the program (Chesterman 1988, p.102). SUR was 
conceptualised as facilitating the personal qualities needed for independence, rather 
than as a necessity arising from fundamental human rights. The following extract 
from the first review of SAAP illustrates this: 
 
The only way to ensure that the status, dignity and self-esteem of clients is 
enhanced is for services to respect and protect users’ rights and to encourage 
users to exercise them. This will avoid a reinforcement in clients of a self-
image of incompetence, and the undermining or removal of their initiative. It 
will enhance their capacity for independent action (Chesterman 1988, p.102). 
 
This linking of rights and individual user characteristics was consistent with the 
stated program objective of providing assistance for people ‘to move towards 
independent living where possible and appropriate’ (SAAP Act 1985), and with the 
application of NPM thinking to human services program management. SUR, the need 
to enhance the accountability of services, and efficiency were linked, as reflected in 
the following extract from Thompson’s commissioned paper to Chesterman’s review 
of SAAP.  
 
… there is strong economic and practical argument for user input. One of the 
most cost effective means of doing so is to ensure that user rights systems can 
act as early warning systems for service changes and for ensuring that 
services are run effectively (Thompson 1988, p.5). 
 
A bi-partisan approach was adopted in SAAP, involving governments and service 
providers as central participants. This was consistent with an absence of a strong 
consumer voice26, and the relatively lower level of public pressure about abuse within 
crisis accommodation services, compared to the disability and aged-care sectors. The 
analysis of documentation indicates that the development of a user rights focus within 
SAAP was instigated more through administrative action, and a drive for consistency 
                                                 
26
 Chesterman (1988, p.127) points to the service model conservatism of SAAP, arising from the 
predominance of service provider organisations in consultative processes, with little input from 
consumers and other interest groups. Thompson (1988, p.5) suggests that less was done to promote 
SUR in program areas such as SAAP where users were not long-term.  
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across the Commonwealth department concerned, rather than necessitated through 
political pressure, as had been the case in the disability and aged care sectors27.  
Other features that characterised this early period of SUR development within 
SAAP include: 
• tension between adoption of an educative approach where responsibility for SUR 
realisation was to be located with services, and the establishment of external 
complaints and advocacy mechanisms to allow users to assert rights28, the latter 
position reflecting that in relation to nursing homes; 
• conscious lack of attention to defining user rights in other than a descriptive and 
administratively convenient fashion, as reflected in the following extract: 
 
As user rights is a developing area it is difficult and probably not very useful to 
attempt to exhaustively define the concept of user rights (Thompson 1988, p.6).  
 
• a mix of administrative, consumer, citizenship and human rights were promoted.  
The SAAP II Agreement of 1989, between Commonwealth and State Ministers, 
specified a two-year time-frame for the development of agreed mechanisms for 
resolving breaches of individual rights, including principles and strategies for the 
protection of user rights, internal grievance procedures, and external review 
procedures by government officials or independent review (Gleeson 1990, p.1). In 
April 1990, the ‘Working Party of Officers on SAAP Service Quality’ released a 
discussion paper (Gleeson 1990), which outlined a proposed user rights framework 
for SAAP. This recommended principles to be used in developing statements of rights 
and responsibilities, and reflected social justice principles, human rights, citizenship 
rights (including administrative law principles), and consumer rights. These principles 
were (Saunders 1991, p.12): 
• fair and equal service access for all; 
• the need for services to recognise that clients come to services with the same rights 
as other members of the community; 
                                                 
27
 Thompson (1988), Chesterman (1988), Gleeson (1990), Saunders (1991), and Saunders (1993) 
provide evidence of this administrative emphasis in SAAP. It is apparent that the development of SUR 
in SAAP had relatively less political involvement than similar developments in relation to nursing 
homes and disability services.  
28
 This is particularly apparent in the absence of claiming rights recommendations in the Chesterman 
evaluation, despite these being advocated in the paper on user rights commissioned by the evaluation 
(Thompson 1988). 
 119 
• the right to participate in decisions affecting one’s life, or to be encouraged to 
develop responsibility for such decisions, including decisions about day-to-day 
service management; 
• the right to dignity, privacy in personal activities and personal space; 
• the right to freedom from physical or other abuse and to security of one’s 
belongings; 
• the right to information about available services (i.e. to be able to make informed 
decisions based on a range of options and about the rights of clients and 
mechanisms to protect those rights); 
• the right of access to mechanisms for resolving breaches of individual rights; 
• the right to access advocacy services where these are required. 
Service user rights in this formative period were not framed simply as promoting 
the rights of users, but were linked to the rights of workers and service providers 
(Saunders 1993, p.224), were accompanied by responsibilities, and were mechanisms 
for moderating service quality through improving service culture oriented to the needs 
of individual users. Service users are assumed to be dependent and vulnerable, to the 
extent that the dominant focus of the strategy should not be on making it possible for 
them to claim such rights, but on getting services to better respect and understand 
their needs, and on getting service providers to accept correlative responsibilities:  
 
The overall aim of user rights should be to create an environment in which service 
providers and users recognize and respect each others’ rights, while also 
recognizing their respective responsibilities (Gleeson 1990, p.2). 
 
A recurrent theme from this early period was on enhancing SUR through the 
development of what was termed a ‘user rights service culture’ (Gleeson, 1990; 
Austin 1996). This developmental and service-centered approach appears to have 
been at the expense of creating clear entitlements for users, and mechanisms for 
claiming these. The acknowledged need for advocacy services was undermined by 
indications that the funding required would have to compete with other funding 
priorities, that service users did not have the characteristics necessary to claim rights, 
and that it may be possible to locate a worker within services to undertake such 
functions (Gleeson 1990, p.9): 
 
It is important to understand that grievance mechanisms and advocacy 
services are necessary components of the overall user rights strategy BUT 
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they depend to varying degrees on client initiative and therefore (sometimes) 
have only a secondary or supportive role in the overall strategy (Gleeson 
1990, p.2). 
 
A range of characteristics of SAAP and the program management environment 
undermined the capacity for a rights-as-entitlements approach to develop. First, it is 
apparent that the resource implications of a comprehensive SUR strategy were not 
palatable to government. Second, the SAAP legislatively-embedded co-responsibility 
of the States in determining SAAP policy resulted in variable arrangements and 
requirements for services between jurisdictions. While the Commonwealth argued for 
a nationally consistent approach on the basis of human rights implications, the States 
saw little benefit in this, and demanded a State-by-State approach (Gleeson 1990, 
p.6). Third, the absence of a strong service user voice in relation to homelessness left 
government departments and service providers as central players in the program 
development process. For example, the Saunders report (1991), while generally 
supporting the establishment of advocacy and grievance mechanisms, suggested a 
process for developing the strategy that assumed that user interests and perspectives 
could be garnered through service providers:  
 
Further consultations with services should be undertaken to establish the 
specific issues for each target group and is a vital element in the development 
of a statement or charter of rights and responsibilities for service users which 
is clearly understood and actively supported by service users (Saunders 1991, 
p.13). 
 
SUR was initially conceptualised in SAAP II largely as a dialogue between 
government bureaucrats and service providers, with little role for service users, and 
did not prioritise the capacity of service users to claim rights-as-entitlements. The 
approach adopted was service-centred, and developmental rather than legal or quasi-
legal. Each jurisdiction was to develop specific ‘minimum standards’ (this later 
became simply ‘standards’), and to develop an SUR strategy. By 1993 SUR, as part of 
a national standards development process, was confirmed as a key strategic direction 
in the SAAP program.  
 
User rights is an essential component of the national outcome standards 
strategy. The current SAAP Agreement provides for the development of 
internal appeals mechanisms, and external review, for resolving breaches of 
individual rights. User rights have also been included in the development of 
minimum standards by States and Territories, which generally involve 
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complaint or grievance mechanisms wholly internal to the service. The 
adoption of an external appeals mechanism at the State level is needed to 
build on the work already done (SAAP Senior Officials Group 1993, p.9). 
 
The evaluation of SAAP II (Lindsay 1993) reaffirmed that the approach to SUR 
was as a program management device, seen as a way to improve the quality and 
effectiveness of services. This evaluation indicated that SUR had contributed to the 
high level of satisfaction by service users, but reasserted the need for a national policy 
as a matter of priority (Lindsay 1993, p.82). The service-centred and model of 
service-driven nature of SAAP was reflected in the SAAP II evaluation conclusion 
that service providers supported the development of further user rights measures, ‘as 
long as these did not infringe on the legitimate rights of other SAAP users and service 
providers’ (Lindsay 1993, p.81).  
 
Relational orientation 
 
The goals of the SAAP I (1985-1989), and SAAP II (1990-1994), in relation to young 
people, were directed at supporting their transition to independent living. SAAP 
agreements specifically precluded services from exclusively targeting young people 
under 16 years old on the basis of their assumed need for more personal and intensive 
support and supervision (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 
Community Affairs (HRSCCA) 1995, p.136). Despite this, SAAP data during the 
early to mid-1990s indicated that there were substantial numbers of young people 
under 16 in SAAP youth refuges (HRSCCA 1995,. p.141). By the late 1990s the 
largely individual orientation to young people who were homeless, or ‘at risk’ of 
homelessness, had begun to incorporate a relational orientation in two respects. First, 
income support responsibility for young people under 16 not living at home became a 
matter of public and political debate, and resulted in the development of 
Commonwealth–State/Territory Youth Protocols to define the responsibilities of the 
two levels of government. This in turn resulted in SAAP services needing to conform 
to various expectations about delivering services to young people aged under 16 
years, including clarified reporting arrangements to state welfare authorities29. 
Second, the endorsement of an early intervention role for funded services in SAAP III 
                                                 
29
 For example years of concern about the accommodation of young people under 16 in SAAP services 
resulted in the Qld Dept of Families (2001) producing guidelines for good practice in relation to these 
SAAP users. 
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(1995-1999) had the effect of legitimating contact with young clients’ families of 
origin, in an effort to explore the possibilities of young people returning to live with 
parents. In SAAP, early intervention has been described as ‘an interventionist 
response to a crisis, where it is likely that homelessness will occur’ and in relation to 
young people can include family mediation and support (Thompson Goodall 1999, 
p.v-vi). Despite this, a coherent and formal approach to early intervention within 
SAAP did not develop during SAAP III (Thompson Goodall 1999, p.v), and overall 
the approach can be reasonably characterised as individual rather than relational, with 
individual case management the dominant approach to practice (National Case 
Management Working Group 1997).  
 
Approach to SUR at the time of the fieldwork 
 
The following section examines both Commonwealth and State/Territory policies in 
relation to SUR. This is important given the central role State and Territory 
jurisdictions played in the development of SUR requirements and expectations for 
SAAP-funded services. 
The SAAP program strategic documentation indicates that within the framework of 
successive SAAP Acts and agreements there was clear espoused support for SUR 
provisions through clear, though not entirely systematic, effort expended on SUR 
implementation. The various standards documents, support resources and 
implementation guides are testimony to this (see Appendix D). Examination of the 
various national and State/Territory evaluation reports of SAAP also indicates that 
implementation was partial, with attendant changes over time in the way SUR was 
located within SAAP logic. For the purposes of describing the program policy 
environment at the time of this study’s fieldwork, an analysis of the period of SAAP 
III, from 1994 till December 1999, follows. The overall aim of SAAP III was to: 
 
… provide transitional supported accommodation and related support services 
to help people who are homeless to achieve the maximum possible degree of 
self-reliance and independence. Within this aim the goals are: (a) to resolve 
crisis; and (b) to re-establish family links where appropriate; and (c) to re-
establish a capacity to live independently of SAAP (SAAP Act 1994, Section 5-
2).  
 
The preamble of the Act links the role of SAAP with Australia’s responsibilities 
under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948 (National Evaluation Team 
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1999, p.152). Section 25 (f) of the Act indicated that ‘SAAP was to safeguard clients’ 
rights and deal with clients’ responsibilities through measures including, but not 
limited to, the development of grievance and appeals procedures and the development 
of charters of clients’ rights and responsibilities’. This was incorporated into one of 
the twelve operational aims of SAAP III, that of ‘strengthening the rights of a user of 
SAAP services by developing mechanisms including grievance and appeals 
procedures’ (National Evaluation Team 1999, p.4).  
The SAAP Act 1994, and the agreements it generated, identified case management as 
a key focus for the program (Gevers 1997, p.i). It was within the case management 
construct that SUR was located during SAAP III, as evidenced in the key practice 
documents of the period (SAAP National Case Management Working Group 1996, 
1997a), and communicated to the field through publication of a resource kit (SAAP 
National Case Management Working Group 1997b). Case management within SAAP 
was defined as ‘a collaborative, client-focused approach. It is aimed at empowering and 
working with clients to effectively meet individual needs’ (National Case Management 
Working Group 1996, p.4). National core minimum standards, State-level minimum 
standards, and grievance procedures for service users were proposed, along with case 
management as part of a quality assurance strategy (National Case Management 
Working Group 1996, p.11).  
The SAAP Coordination and Development Committee (SAAP CDC) established 
by the Supported Accommodation Act 1994 (Sec. 11-1) had carriage of the strategic 
direction of SAAP and released a National Strategic Plan for SAAP in early 1996, and 
two updates following the election of the Howard government (SAAP CDC 1996b, 
1997). These provide, together with other key strategic documents of SAAP, insight 
into the way the Commonwealth approached SUR over the period of SAAP III. The 
approaches to SUR in the key strategic planning documents from 1993 until mid-1999 
are outlined below in Table 5.2.
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Table 5.2    SUR approach in SAAP strategic planning documentation 
 
 SAAP Strategic 
Directions  
(Senior Officers 
Group 1993) 
SAAP Act 1994 First National 
Strategic Plan for 
1995-98  
(SAAP CDC 1996a) 
Dec 1996 Update 
to 1999  
 
(SAAP CDC 1996b) 
Dec 1997 Update 
to 1999  
 
(SAAP CDC 1997) 
Draft Strategic  
Plan for SAAP IV  
 
(SAAP CDC 1999) 
Government 
   
Labor Labor Labor Coalition Coalition Coalition 
Terms used  Clients, user rights, 
user rights strategy 
 
Clients, clients rights and 
responsibilities.  
 
Places homelessness in 
context of citizenship and 
human rights, including the 
UN Rights of the Child.  
Service users, clients, 
consumer input 
‘Rights’ term only 
used in broader social 
rights context; access 
and equity principles 
indicated as applying 
across strategies in 
plan . 
Clients, consumer 
rights (only in 
relation to 
developments in the 
States) 
Consumers, clients, 
consumer rights and 
responsibilities 
(only in relation to 
developments in the 
States) 
Client’s rights, rights 
and dignity of clients 
Rights used within a 
general human rights 
context 
Rights 
clustered or 
listed 
separately  
Clustered Clustered No term for SUR. 
Specifically listed 
were client 
participation/choice, 
complaints and 
dispute resolution, 
safety and security, 
access to services, 
information and 
consultation, privacy, 
confidentiality and 
access to personal 
information 
No overall term for 
SUR. Specific 
listings as per 1996 
strategic plan. 
No overall term for 
SUR. Specific 
listings as per 1996 
strategic plan.  
Indicated as plural and as 
held by individual clients 
(client’s rights), rather 
than as a cluster and a 
separate element of the 
program logic. 
 
No mention of what 
these specific rights 
were.  
Mechanism 
realised 
through 
A national outcome 
standards strategy, 
with service funding 
on the basis of 
Indicates SAAP Agreement 
must establish the means by 
which the civil, political, 
economic and social rights  
National framework 
for service standards  
Discussion focuses 
on consumer rights 
initiatives of States. 
National framework 
Further shift to State 
autonomy over 
standards with now 
only nationally 
Application of principles 
of client-focused service 
delivery indicated as 
needed to consolidate 
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outcomes.  
Minimum service 
standards to be 
established by States. 
Case management in 
terms of client’s right 
to choose outcomes 
and options wanted. 
of people who are homeless 
may be preserved and 
protected by service providers 
(8g), through the development 
of grievance and appeals 
 measures and the 
development of  charters of 
clients’ rights and 
responsibilities (Sec 4-f). 
for service standards 
not complete.  
agreed principles 
framework for 
service standards. 
 
A drive to define 
client outcomes. 
case management and 
service standards 
reforms. Responsibility 
for protection of client’s 
rights was devolved to 
the service level through 
‘a variety of 
mechanisms[unspecified] 
including grievance 
procedures’. 
Orientation 
to service 
user 
As rights holders with 
needs. Under 16s 
problematic, and have 
needs. Flags protocols 
to clarify 
responsibilities of 
States/ 
Commonwealth. 
As rights holders with needs. Homeless people 
powerless and 
marginalised but have 
rights and needs. 
Responses flexible to 
empower and 
maximise 
independence. 
 Consumer rights 
focus is on 
consumer input and 
client satisfaction. 
As clients with needs 
best responded to by 
client-focused service 
delivery which has an 
evidence base including 
consumer feedback. 
External 
and/or 
internal 
complaints 
orientation 
Clear endorsement for 
States to develop 
external complaints 
mechanism. 
External and internal 
complaints mechanisms not 
distinguished. 
 
1993 Strategic 
Directions statement 
supported, but no 
mention made of 
complaints 
mechanisms. 
Levels of 
mechanisms not 
distinguished. 
Responsibility for 
grievance, advocacy 
and dispute resolution 
at State/Territory 
level. 
Levels of 
mechanisms not 
distinguished. 
Complaints and 
disputes resolution a 
performance 
indicator for 
nationally agreed 
standards/ 
principles. 
Levels of mechanisms 
not distinguished. 
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Trends in the national strategic planning documentation of SAAP, and reflected in Table 
5.2, include: 
• a shift to the States and Territories, and then to service providers, in relation to 
responsibility for SUR provisions. This was evident in the shift from locating SUR 
within the development of nationally agreed standards to nationally agreed principles. 
The promotion of external complaints mechanisms ceased. A general responsibility for 
dispute resolution that does not acknowledge external complaints mechanisms was 
located with the States/Territories.  
• a move way from SUR as a separate element of program logic, to principles for 
service delivery and development, into which SUR was subsumed. While these 
principles related to various areas of rights, they did not generally infer entitlement, 
as espoused during SAAP II. The use of rights terminology and the strategic 
centrality of rights diminished over the period of SAAP III. Where rights were 
referred to in the plural, they were located within a general human rights rationale, or 
they were individualised with the client and endorsed on the basis of being a vehicle 
for achieving the program objectives. This bears strong similarity to the initial 
premise of SAAP being to promote independence, for which SUR had been seen as a 
vehicle in the early 1990s. Rather than SUR being promoted, it was now practice 
principles oriented to ‘enabling’ participation and client outcomes.  
 
There is greater prospect of positive client outcomes and less dependence on 
support from the SAAP system in the longer term if clients are enabled to actively 
participate in decisions which affect them (SAAP CDC 1999, p.12). 
 
• a move towards enhanced data collection by the Commonwealth as a program 
management and development tool, and enhanced client feedback as a service 
responsiveness and development tool. While these contained client rights considerations, 
they diminished the reliance on clients’ rights as a mechanism for program and service 
improvement. 
 
A focus on the variety and complexity of client needs and informed by client 
feedback is important if the program is to feature cost effective and appropriate 
approaches to service delivery. This focus will consolidate the reforms in the 
areas of case management and service standards (SAAP CDC 1999, p.12).  
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Strategic planning documents of SAAP IV, which started on 1 July  2000, affirmed the 
central strategic directions apparent in 1999, namely a focus on client need and client 
satisfaction, on the provision of SAAP as a safety net, on collaboration with other service 
systems, and on outcomes, where service development occurs on the basis of evidence 
(SAAP IV Memorandum of Understanding 2000; National Coordination and Development 
Committee 2002, p.2). The lack of clear attention to SUR in strategic documentation was 
echoed in the national evaluation of SAAP III undertaken in 1997–1998, and published in 
April 1999 (National Evaluation Team 1999). In relation to client access, the evaluation 
reported it frequently heard of ‘exclusionary and discriminatory practices at the “grass 
roots” level’ and that for significant numbers of clients access to services was ‘difficult 
and complex’ (National Evaluation Team 1999, p.155). The evaluation also concluded 
that implementation of user rights during SAAP III ‘had not been consistent or 
comprehensive across service providers’ (National Evaluation Team 1999, p.155). 
Further it questioned the ‘integrity, transparency, effectiveness and appropriateness’ of 
grievance procedures (National Evaluation Team 1999, p.155), and pointed to the 
variable extent of initiatives to increase clients’ decision-making rights (National 
Evaluation Team 1999, p.160).  
 
State and Territory approaches to SUR in SAAP 
 
The devolution of program administration within SAAP from the Commonwealth to the 
States and Territories during the 1990s (The National Evaluation Team 1999b, p.v) meant 
that while the Commonwealth provided broad policy direction, and facilitated particular 
strategic initiatives such as the National Case Management framework, responsibility for 
policy in relation to SUR was increasingly left to the States and Territories. An outline of 
how each of the sampled State and Territory jurisdictions approached SUR within SAAP 
is summarised in Table 5.3.  
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Table 5.3   State and Territory mechanisms for SUR in SAAP 
 
 Queensland New South Wales Victoria Northern Territory 
Mechanisms for 
operationalising 
SUR in place at 
time of fieldwork 
SAAP Minimum 
Standards30 (guidelines) 
Mandated for services to 
have a charter of rights 
and responsibilities, and 
internal grievance process 
SAAP Standards (aspirational 
guidelines) 
SAAP Standards of Service 
Delivery (guidelines) 
Self-assessment workbook 
Quality Improvement in Case 
Management (service 
development tool) 
SAAP Service Standards and 
Review Framework  
(guidelines) 
When introduced 1993 and 1995 
respectively 
Draft 1997, Final 1998 1992 and 1999 (January) 
respectively 
Initially 1993 then built on 
and published as above 1998 
Other strategies Resource kit produced 
(DFYCC 1995), and 
pamphlets 
Guide to implementation of 
standards (RPR 1998) 
Implementation guide (1993) 
Various ‘how to’ guides e.g. 
Austin 1996, and resources 
Guide to implementation of 
standards (Territory Health 
Services 1998) 
SUR clustered or 
singular  
Clustered: consumer 
rights; user rights and 
responsibilities 
Clustered: clients rights and 
responsibilities 
Clustered: user rights Clustered: service user rights 
and responsibilities 
External 
complaints and 
appeals 
mechanisms 
Unresolved complaints to 
be directed to Queensland 
Department responsible 
for SAAP 
Community Services 
Commission (CSC) 
established 1994 
Unresolved complaints to be 
directed to department 
responsible for SAAP. 
Funded non-profit advocacy 
and rights support service.  
Unresolved complaints to be 
directed to NT Department 
responsible for SAAP 
SAAP III 
evaluation 
Spall (1998) found little 
follow-up regarding 
compliance 
Thompson Goodall (1998) 
found little use of the external 
complaints mechanism, and 
that it was difficult to assess 
the extent to which SUR 
policies had been 
implemented 
— Campbell (1998, p.97) 
concluded that principles and 
practices which respect and 
protect client rights form an 
integral part of service 
delivery 
                                                 
30
 Minimum Standards for Young People, Families, Single Men and Single Women’s Services Funded under SAAP in Queensland 
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The analysis of State and Territory SAAP documentation supports the existence of the 
national trends cited previously from Table 5.2. Further, it is apparent that mechanisms 
which would make SUR genuinely enforceable, but which carried significant 
implementation costs, were in general not implemented, and were progressively absent 
from mention in program documentation. This is specifically true in relation to advocacy 
support, and access to an external grievance mechanism. While Victoria established the 
Support and Accommodation Rights Service in 1994 (Kennedy and Clunn 1998, p.2), 
and NSW gave users of SAAP access to an independent grievance mechanism in 1993 
(The Community Services Commission31), in general the claiming of SUR through 
external mechanisms was not pursued vigorously, and was only partially realised. In part 
this seems to have reflected a stated preference for service-level conciliation and conflict 
resolution over quasi-legal mechanisms that were ‘too legalistic and adversarial’ 
(Gleeson 1990, p.8). However, other considerations, such as those canvassed in Chapter 
2 (cost, the advantages of governments distancing themselves from accountability by 
using the indeterminate technologies of non-government service provision), may also 
have been involved.  
State and Territory SAAP documentation also reveals a shift from an entitlements 
approach, where minimum standards were specified, or indicated as needing 
specification, to one that was more aspirational, developmental and partial. SUR by the 
end of the 1990s had shifted from being a stand-alone construct within a minimum 
standards logic, to one element within case management and increasingly quality 
assurance frameworks32. Location within these, and attendant notions of best practice 
(Pamela Spall & Associates 1998, p.107), meant that rights, where they were referred to, 
were more likely to be as principles rather than as entitlements. Further, the thrust of 
program management continued to be the search for greater efficiency and effectiveness 
within dedicated resources (for example, see SAAP CDC 1996b, 1997), with the major 
tools being enhanced data collection and program evaluation against program objectives. 
                                                 
31
 Established by the Community Services (Complaints, Reviews and Monitoring) Act 1993 (NSW) 
32
 Human Services Victoria 1999 document ‘Quality Improvement in Case Management: A Quality 
Improvement Workbook for SAAP Case Management’ epitomizes the trend to locate SUR with a quality 
assurance logic.  
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It is apparent that tensions regarding the respective roles of the Commonwealth and 
States/Territories in SAAP persisted (see Pamela Spall & Associates 1998), and that there 
was a gradual shift away from a national approach to policy regarding service provision. 
This was reflected in the responsibility for development of standards being increasingly 
located with the States and Territories, leaving the Commonwealth in a policy and data 
coordination role.  
Particular SUR issues in SAAP regarding young people during the 1990s revolved 
around the interface with State/Territory child protection intervention, and the emergence of 
a greater interest in proactively seeking to maintain young people, particularly those under 
16 years, within family living arrangements and/or with family connections, often referred 
to as ‘early intervention’ (HRSCCA 1995, p.186; Thomson Goodall Associates 1999). 
While principles around SUR at the Commonwealth and State levels did not explicitly 
acknowledge age as a consideration, specific provisions progressively limited the extent to 
which young people were afforded entitlements as autonomous, self-determining 
individuals.  
 
Adolescent Mediation and Family Therapy (AMFT)  
 
Conception of SUR in the early stages of the program 
 
AMFT was established in 1990 as one response to the 1989 Report of the National 
Inquiry into Homeless Children33 (Wolcott & Weston 1994, p.17), and was announced as 
part of the Youth Social Justice Strategy in the 1989 budget (Department of Finance and 
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 1989). The social justice principles 
espoused as underpinning this strategy included fair and equal access to essential 
community services; equal rights for all people; and the opportunity for all to participate 
in personal development, community life and decision-making (DFDPMC 1989, p.4). 
AMFT’s specific stated purpose was to ‘extend existing family mediation services to 
include adolescent/parent mediation that is directed at preventing young people leaving  
 
                                                 
33
 Commonly referred to as The Burdekin Report. 
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home through intervening at an early stage in the cycle of family conflict’ (DFDPMC 
1989, p.8). 
The establishment of the program was premised on the view that a more integrated 
service approach was needed to respond to youth homelessness, one which included early 
intervention in family conflict to prevent young people from leaving home prematurely 
and becoming homeless (HREOC 1989; Wolcott & Weston 1992, pp.8, 57). While the 
program was announced as part of Labor’s Social Justice Strategy, which espoused equity 
objectives, clustered service user rights were not part of the program logic. Rather, a 
professional counselling frame was applied, one that already existed in family mediation 
services funded by the Commonwealth Attorney-General’s Department. Young people 
were characterised as being adolescent, in search of identity, and in a stressful period of 
transition, where family conflict was necessary for families to develop the new 
relationships needed to accompany increased independence (Wolcott & Weston 1992, 
p.17). The intervention model applied involved professionally trained and supervised 
staff undertaking sessional work with adolescents and their families in conflict, using 
mediation as the primary prevention component, and family therapy as a therapeutic 
backup (Wolcott & Weston 1992, p.57). In addition, AMFT services were to comply with 
the general requirements of all Commonwealth-funded services to operate in a manner 
consistent with various anti-discrimination statutes. As evidenced by the first evaluation, 
service delivery was framed within a clinical professional logic, with no mention made of 
ethical issues associated with service delivery, and no mention of SUR. The first 
evaluation of the program reflected debates around the relative merits of mediation and 
family therapy as interventions, and the professional requirements for undertaking each 
of these. It recommended greater diversity in service delivery strategies, better 
coordination with other related services, better client data collection, and attention to the 
levels of training and supervision required for ‘professional and efficient service’ 
(Wolcott & Weston 1992, p.7). Accountability for quality in direct practice was seen to 
be achieved through appropriate qualifications and professional supervision:  
 
Given the complexity and seriousness of family problems associated with the risk 
of young people leaving home, it is suggested that primary staff have 
qualifications in social work/psychology/family therapy in addition to more 
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specific training. As peer review and supervision is all part of good clinical 
practice, it is not appropriate for this review to suggest what proportion of time 
should be devoted to supervision (Wolcott & Weston 1992, p.138). 
 
AMFT services were located within the Family Relationships Services Program 
(FRSP) of the Commonwealth Attorney-General’s Department until 1998. Development 
of AMFT within this department, and the envisaged link to Commonwealth family law 
determinations, meant that AMFT at its inception promoted legal and professional 
considerations in relation to SUR. For example, the Family Law Act 1975 (s.18) (as 
amended 1983 and 1988) provided for privileged client communications with approved 
marriage counsellors, or with a person to whom a party is referred. Such communications 
were inadmissible as evidence, so providing a degree of legal basis for client 
confidentiality (Lawson 1989, p.183). The logic of client–practitioner standards reflected 
extra-legal professional norms. Ethical issues, such as confidentiality and client safety, 
were defined by the legal process, and recognition of its limitations, together with a 
desire to resolve disputes through mediation more efficiently, effectively, and 
economically, with a minimum of disharmony (Lawson 1988, Australian Family Law 
Council 1988, p.1). The rights of children in family mediation were not canvassed, with 
‘the parties’ limited to the primary adults involved. In the context of few practice 
standards existing in relation to children (Engram & Markowitz 1985), the burden of 
what standards to use fell on the individual mediator (Lawson, 1989, pp.188, 191).  
 
Relational orientation 
 
The objective of AMFT was to improve the management of relationship issues for young 
people and their parents/caregivers who experience conflict, and complex family 
difficulties (FRSP contract documents, undated, p.8). This focus was categorised in this 
study as entirely relational, concerned with improving the relationships of young people 
with their family of origin, and associated caregivers, and having no direct role in the 
provision of services or resources, beyond counselling, mediation and therapeutic 
intervention methods.  
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Approach to SUR at the time of the fieldwork 
 
Documentation in relation to AMFT, from its inception in 1990 to the time of the 
interviews in the second half of 1999, reveals no explicit recognition of clustered SUR in 
the program logic, but rather a range of specific rights-related requirements and 
expectations. At the time of the field research, AMFT services were part of the Family 
Relationship Services Program (FRSP) of the Commonwealth Department of Family and 
Community Services.  
In 1997 FAMQIS, a quality assurance framework that sought to ‘support organisations 
to achieve continuous quality improvement in client outcomes, service delivery practice 
and organisational management’, was introduced across FRSP (RPR Consulting 1999a, 
p.10, RPR Consulting 2002, p.7). The stated purpose of FAMQIS was greater flexibility 
of service arrangements (RPR Consulting 1999a, p.10), and improved performance 
information (Attorney-General’s Department Annual Report 1997–98, p.85). When in 
1998 responsibility for FRSP was transferred from the Attorney-General’s Department to 
the Department of Family and Community Services (RPR Consulting 1999a, p.9), the 
objectives of the program, originally oriented to homeless and at-risk-of-homelessness 
young people, were broadened to include but not be limited to such young people.  
 
The function of an adolescent mediation and family therapy service is to provide 
mediation and therapy services to young people and/or their caregivers. The two 
practice components of the service type are inter-related: 
– Adolescent mediation attempts to mediate the issues of conflict between 
young people and their parents/caregivers and is directed towards 
achieving agreements; 
– Family therapy provides therapeutic interventions into complex family 
difficulties, including those leading to and arising from youth 
homelessness (Family Relationship Services Program 1999a p.8).  
 
Changes in 1996 to the Family Law Reform Act 1995 heralded a shift in the way 
children were considered in Australian family law, increased the use of non-judicial 
processes to resolve issues of family conflict, gave legal force to the notion of ‘best 
interests of the child’, and conferred a number of rights on children (Mackay 2001, p.9). 
These citizenship rights, expressed as principles in the Act, were that children have the 
right to know and be cared for by both their parents and other people significant to their 
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care, welfare and development, and that children have the right of contact on a regular 
basis with both parents, and with other people significant to their care, welfare and 
development (Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services 1998). 
One impact of these changes was to broaden the scope of counselling and mediation 
services working under the Act, which resulted in the progressive articulation of a child-
inclusive approach to practice (further discussed later in this section).  
The requirements relating to SUR in AMFT services at the time of the fieldwork were 
largely expressed in the Standard Terms and Conditions for the Family Relationships 
Services Program. Funded organisations were obliged to ensure that services were 
conducted free from any sexual harassment, or unlawful discrimination as defined by the 
Racial Discrimination Act 1975, Sex Discrimination Act 1984, and Disability 
Discrimination Act 1992, and any applicable State or Territory law relating to 
discrimination (DFCS January 1999, p.24). The confidentiality of clients was also 
protected in the FAMnet data collection system (DFCS January 1999, p.25-26). In 
addition, AMFT services were required to comply with FRSP Standards which called for 
services to pay attention to the issues of staff and client safety, including the 
responsibility to report threats of harm, for clients to be able to view records relating to 
themselves conditional on the permission of other clients should these records also relate 
to them, and for clients to be able to know about the type and purpose of any data 
collected about them, and the circumstances under which the confidentiality of client data 
was not maintained (Legal Aid and Family Services, 1997b pp.2-3; FRSP undated, pp. 4, 
12-13). The rights of service users in AMFT during 1999 were explicitly canvassed in the 
AMFT Code of Ethics (stamped ‘Draft’). This was developed and distributed to AMFT 
services while they were still part of the Attorney-General’s Legal and Family Services 
Program. The introduction to this code indicates that it was ‘binding on all staff employed 
by organisations funded by the Attorney-General’s LAFS (Legal and Family Services) 
Program’. Table 5.4 later in this chapter summarises the rights that this, and other 
mechanisms referred to above, afforded service users.  
The benchmark signal of the adoption of a child-inclusive framework in AMFT was 
the publication in November 1998 of the Commonwealth-government-funded research 
report Child Inclusive Practice in Family and Child Counselling and Family and Child 
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Mediation (DFCS 1998). The rights of children are one underlying commitment of the 
framework. Rather than being expressed in rights-talk, this underlying commitment was 
expressed in service-oriented terms, as ‘integrating the child’s needs and views into 
ongoing work’ (DFCS 1998, Section 8.2). Children’s rights were promoted as human and 
citizenship rights. 
 
Service delivery must come from the organisation’s focus on social justice and 
children’s rights. It is this that informs our practice and directs the way we work. 
Without it counselling can be a means without an end (DFCS 1998 Section 8).  
 
No explicit mention was made of service user, consumer or client rights. Policies and 
procedures central to the quality approach this document reflects were stated to be those 
of health and safety, legal, liability and safety issues (DFCS 1998 Section 8). Further 
service and sector improvement was seen as necessary due to ‘identified gaps between 
what children and parents would like, and what services are providing’ (DFCS 1998 
Section 8). Service user satisfaction, and the application of particular practice ideals to 
complex relational situations by professionals with significant flexibility were clearly 
preferred over more normative notions of rights or standards. 
The position of SUR within the logic of child-inclusive practice is worth examination, 
as on the surface it would appear that children, including adolescent children, had 
acquired rights in relation to service delivery as a result of these shifts. It is clear from the 
Mackay report that child-inclusive practice was needs-based rather than rights-based, and 
that the interface between the service user and the service was considered unproblematic. 
Rights were couched in terms of good professional practice. The requirements for 
effective child-inclusive practice focused on meeting the needs of people of all ages, 
through user-friendly physical environments; welcoming, flexible and professional intake 
and assessment processes; flexible, holistic and professional approaches to work with 
families, where children are listened to and where family systems and development 
perspectives are applied; age-appropriate therapy; practitioner advocacy for children; 
management of confidentiality issues between children and parents; and open and flexible 
evaluation and feedback approaches (Mackay 2001, p.2). The 1999 evaluation of AMFT 
services found that much of the framework promoted in this report had already been part 
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of the practice framework of AMFT services, and that in this respect the program could 
be considered a ‘flagship to the broader FRSP’ (RPR 1999a, p.50). 
The issue of rights was generally seen as one of balancing the rights of the child with 
the rights of other family members (Mackay 2001, p.5), and reflected a human rights 
orientation to children’s rights. The understanding of best interests of the child was 
derived from the human rights tradition, and specifically from Article 12 of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (DFCS 1998). The consumer rights of children as 
service users were virtually absent, although a range of practice principles were 
canvassed, such as the child having voice, and confidentiality, which relate to SUR in 
some respects.  
 
Youth Homeless Pilot Programme (YHPP) 
 
Of the sampled programs, the YHPP was the last initiated, and the only sampled program 
established by a Coalition government. The YHPP was an early initiative of the first 
Howard Government, which established the Prime Ministerial Youth Homeless 
Taskforce (PMYHT) in May 1996 to develop the framework for early intervention pilot 
services. The taskforce, on the basis of evaluation and action research of these pilot 
services, was to advise the Prime Minister on responses for youth homelessness (PMYHT 
1996, pp.43-44). The pilot services began in late 1996. The aims of YHPP were to re-
engage young people in family, work, education, training and community through an 
emphasis on family reconciliation (broadly defined34) and early intervention, and to 
ensure that income support at the independent homeless rate was available to those young 
people properly entitled to it (PMYHT 1996, p.1). The YHPP espoused a strong 
outcomes orientation. A multi-faceted approach to action research and evaluation was 
incorporated into the pilot program. An output of the participatory service development 
processes used were seven government-endorsed good practice principles, one being the 
                                                 
34
‘The Taskforce believes that a range of possible family relationship outcomes should be regarded as 
successful, including: return to home; creation of ongoing positive family relationships i.e. ongoing contact 
and maintenance of physical and emotional support for young person; reconciliation with other family 
members (e.g. siblings); acceptance by both parents and young person of appropriate independence of the 
young person (e.g. through providing counseling support to both parents and young person) and/or 
establishment of a viable support system for the independent young person which includes a member of 
his/her family’ (PMYHT 1996, p.15). 
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employment of a client-focused approach (RPR 1998). A number of SUR-related issues 
had been raised and resolved in the course of the development of the framework for the 
pilot program, including the voluntary nature of client involvement, and privacy 
protections for data collection based on the SAAP approach and the Commonwealth 
Privacy Act 1988 (PMYHT 1996). The target group was young people aged between 12 
and 18 years, and their families. The Reconnect program was announced in December 
1998 to extend and formalise this work in a recurrent program, with almost all YHPP 
pilot services continuing to be funded.     
The taskforce had been established in response to government concerns about the 
availability of income support to young people. A dissenting report from the Coalition 
opposition committee members to the House of Representatives committee examining 
youth homelessness (HRSCCA 1995, pp.377-381) had, before the election, flagged the 
coalition view that the rights of parents were inadequately attended to in the Youth 
Homeless Allowance (Youth Homeless Allowance) determination processes. In calling 
for a greater balance between parents’ rights and obligations, and children’s rights and 
freedoms (p.378), the Coalition effectively called for a reduction in the citizenship rights 
of young people. Following election, in a ‘Doorstop Interview with the Prime Minister’ 
John Howard had indicated that: 
 
It’s an exercise in trying to get a more pragmatic and compassionate 
understanding of entitlement, to respond to a community concern that some 
people receive the benefit when they’re not entitled to it, but equally to respond to 
a community concern that in some cases parents are shut out of the process, they 
are not consulted, they are not involved. Their rights and responsibilities in the 
issue are in some cases ignored (Howard, 1996, p.3). 
 
Nonprofit organisations, particularly those of the large churches, were seen to be the 
repositories of ‘a practical understanding of the problem’ (Howard 1996, p.3). At the 
level of citizenship rights for young people, the Howard government was continuing a 
policy shift that had been under way for some time, and canvassed in Chapter 2, that of 
redefining young people as appropriately involved in education, while living with adults 
who assumed financial responsibility for them. There was, in the YHPP, a clear absence 
of ‘rights’ terminology, and of human rights or consumer rights constructs within 
program logic. The focus was on outcomes achieved through the assumed family-friendly 
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pragmatism of the church nonprofit agencies. The original intention was for nonprofit 
community service organisations to take on both an investigative and recommendatory 
role for the Commonwealth in relation to decisions about young people’s entitlement to 
the YHA (Howard 1996, p.4). In practice this became a role of voluntarily providing 
information to the Department of Social Security (later Centrelink) on the family 
situation of young people who applied for the YHA (PMYHT 1996).  
Rather than rights terminology there was, even in the early stages of the YHPP, a 
preference for principles rather than standards to guide practice and service development. 
The process of specifying good practice principles in human service programs had been 
under way in the final years of the Keating government (for example, see Crane et al. 
1996), and can be defined as a ‘process of developing increasingly effective work 
practices which contribute to “defined desired outcomes” ’ (PMYHT 1998a, p.15). The 
principles endorsed by the taskforce before commencement of the YHPP were those of 
voluntary participation, involving families, diversity in family relations approaches, and 
diversity in outcomes of early intervention strategies (PMYHT 1996, pp.11-14). In terms 
of organisational accountability, the taskforce cited core criteria such as the funded 
organisation ‘maintains ethical codes of practice’, ‘is prepared to operate within action 
research principles’, and ‘demonstrates sound service-delivery practices, including 
flexibility in the management of service delivery to meet the needs of individual clients’ 
(PMYHT 1996, p.31). A participatory action research approach was adopted by the 
program (Quixley 1997). This saw processes for gaining client involvement (clients being 
young people and their families) as essential to service improvement. The values evident 
in program documentation were those of involvement, engagement, flexibility to 
individual circumstances, localised decision making, and improvement through the 
participation of local stakeholders reflecting a broadly participatory approach to public 
administration and governance (see Peters 1996). The ‘principles’ approach can be 
viewed as focusing accountability onto the character of the service delivery approach and 
service outputs, and away from individually held and claimable rights. There was little 
distinction between young people and other family members in relation to the 
construction of clienthood, the emphasis being on outcomes and principles that would 
facilitate these outcomes.  
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Relational orientation 
 
The YHPP was categorised as relational in orientation. The objective of the YHPP was 
‘to improve the level of engagement of homeless young people or those at risk of 
homelessness in family, work, education, training and the community’, with one of the 
three strategies for achieving this being a ‘focus on early intervention initiatives 
involving family relations approaches which are aimed wherever practicable, at 
reconciliation with family members’ (PMYHT 1996, p.11). Family reconciliation was 
broadly defined as improved relationships and connection between young people and 
their families, rather than being limited to the narrower notion of family restoration (see 
PMYHT 1996, p.15). While the relations between young people and their families were a 
matter of critical concern for service delivery, the program was also relationally oriented 
in terms of young people’s wider connection with other core social resources, such as 
school and ‘community’. YHPP services were required to actively pursue greater 
connection between young people and these for individual cases. Services were required 
to follow a number of ‘good practice principles’ (RPR 1997), one of which was a ‘tool-
box approach’ to practice. This equates closely with a generalist approach to intervention, 
as described in social work and social welfare literature (for example, see Sheafor & 
Horejsi 2003, p.86). Such was the standing of these principles that agreement to work 
according to them was written into Reconnect service agreements, commencing late 
1999. 
 
Approach to SUR at the time of the fieldwork 
 
The initial conceptions of service delivery and the expectations regarding direct practice 
standards in the YHPP were reinforced with the publication (RPR 1998) and endorsement 
of the YHPP Good Practice Principles (PMYHT 1998a). These, together with the broader 
framework of the YHPP, as detailed by the taskforce and affirmed in the YHPP 
evaluation (PMYHT 1998b), were adopted as required conditions of the recurrent 
program, which was announced in December 1998, and renamed Reconnect in 2000. The 
taskforce had successfully negotiated for income support decision-making responsibilities  
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in relation to young people to remain with the Commonwealth agency (now Centrelink), 
and not to be a role of nonprofit community services (PMYHT 1996, 1998) as was feared 
may happen in the youth housing sector (Hughes 1996, p.8). 
From inception of the YHPP, there was no use of the ‘rights’ construct. Rather, the 
achievement of outcomes and the specification of principles to guide practice and service 
development were vigorously pursued. In addition, the extensive data collection system 
used client safeguards developed for the SAAP program, including data processing by a 
third party, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, and the use of ‘alpha codes’ to 
protect client anonymity.  
 
Specific SUR afforded by the programs 
 
The content analysis of program-level documentation in terms of specific rights, 
principles and strategies explicitly endorsed is summarised in Table 5.4. These rights, 
principles and strategies constitute the espoused program position during the period up to 
and during the fieldwork. Many were not expressed unequivocally as rights-as-
entitlement, but were clear statements endorsing a particular basis for the provision of 
services.  
It is apparent that the claiming of SUR was assumed to occur at the level of the service 
delivery organisation. The absence of acknowledgement of a specific right does not mean 
it was not part of the accepted approach within a program. Indeed some rights areas not 
referred to explicitly in the documentation were implicit at least to some degree in the 
program arrangements. For example, the endorsement of a case management approach 
within Reconnect carried with it an implicit endorsement of providing detailed 
information regarding the services provided. However, for the purposes of identifying the 
espoused SUR policies of the sampled programs, only explicit statements in core program 
documentation were used in this categorisation process.  
The following analysis does not detail statements promoting a program’s basis in 
broad human rights. Rights such as those to dignity and worth were cited in 
documentation of HACC (HACC 1990), and in most SAAP jurisdictions, usually as a 
backdrop and rationale for more specific consumer or user rights. While some AMFT 
documentation referred to broad human rights, this was not a feature of service delivery 
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guidelines and program requirements. There was no reference to human rights in YHPP 
documentation. The human rights affirmations in SAAP, HACC and AMFT in the late 
1990s reflected continuity with their respective early program identities. 
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Table 5.4  Summary of specific rights afforded service users, or endorsements of principles consistent with these rights 
 
 Specific rights and core principles AMFT 
  
HACC 
 
SAAP 
 
YHPP 
 
 
  NT VIC QLD NSW  
Information  
• detailed information about the services provided  
 
 
 
3 
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
  
• information about what consumer rights they have 
 
 
3  3  3  3  3  
 
• access personal files held by the agency 
 
3  3  3  3  3  3  
 
• know who else will have access to information about them 3  3  3  3  3  3   
Access  
• access the service if in the target group (non-discriminatory 
though often within available resources) 
 
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
  
3  
 
3  
 
• appeal a refusal of access to the service   3      
Autonomy and voice in their case  
• have input in deciding on the content of case plans or other 
decisions made about them 
 
  
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
• make their own decisions regarding the goals and methods 
used in responding to their situation  
 
3  3  3  3  
  
3  
• be asked for their permission before a worker or the agency 
does something affecting them which has not been previously 
agreed (other than sharing information) 
 
3  
 
3  3  
   
• have the right to participate in a regular review of decisions 
made affecting them  
 
 
3  
     
• refuse service or treatment 
 
 
3  3  
 
3  3  3  
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Table 5.4  Summary of specific rights afforded service users, or endorsements of principles consistent with these rights (cont) 
 
 Specific rights and core principles AMFT 
  
HACC 
 
SAAP 
 
YHPP 
 
 
  NT VIC QLD NSW  
Grievances heard and responded to 
• an internal to the service complaint mechanism  
 
 
 
3 
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
• be referred an external to the service complaint mechanism if 
unhappy with the outcomes from an internal one 
 
3  3  3  3  3  
 
Advocacy support  
• advocacy support or representation by others in representing 
the rights and concerns of consumers 
 
 
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
  
Privacy and confidentiality  
• privacy in personal space 
 
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
3  
 
• confidentiality of personal information  3  3  3  3  3  3  3  
Safety 
• safety while using the service 
 
  
3 
 
 
 
3 
 
3  
 
3  
 
• not to be harmed, exploited or harassed 3  3 3  3   
Culturally sensitive practice 
• service which recognises cultural background 
  
3 
 
3 
 
3 
 
3  
 
3  
 
Non-discriminatory service delivery        
• service delivery which is not discriminatory 3 3  3 3  3  3 
Minimum standards        
• service of a minimum standard/quality 
 
    
  
 
• know what the minimum standards of service provision are  3      
Citizenship 
• be afforded the same rights as other people in the community 
 
  
3 
  
3 
  
 
Totals (from 23 specific rights) 9 19 17 17 15 14 4 
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There was substantial variation between the programs, with HACC and SAAP having 
clearly espoused rights-oriented approaches to describing service delivery standards and 
endorsed direct practice approaches. While some variation existed between State and 
Territory SAAP jurisdictions in areas such as access to advocacy support, and the level to 
which clients were seen to have self-determination, the overall effect was of clear 
encouragement of SUR thinking in service delivery.  
Conversely, in YHPP there was very little application of even implied rights within the 
program logic and no use of rights terminology. A small number of rights were implied 
through the strongly stated commitments to certain service delivery principles. In AMFT 
there was some presence of SUR logic, although this is not consolidated into a cluster, 
but rather spread across a number of documents and legal provisions. The strongest client 
rights provisions relate to confidentiality and safety, these mirroring the historical 
linkages of the program to family law and counselling psychology. Neither AMFT nor 
YHPP adopted the broad range of consumer rights provisions present in the SAAP and 
HACC programs. 
There was little consideration of age-related issues in HACC, where the frail elderly 
and young people with disabilities were constantly spoken of in unison, collectively 
referred to as ‘consumers’. Where age was referred to in other programs, it was in 
relation to the legal implications of a young person being under a particular age and the 
way this enlarged the responsibilities of service providers. This occurred in relation to 
Commonwealth/State Youth protocol arrangements, child protection concerns, the 
notification of young people’s contact with a service to the State welfare authorities, and 
contact by parents with services.  
Overall the content analysis of program documents indicates that SUR comprised of a 
mix of a small number of legislative requirements (such as anti-discrimination 
legislation), program funding requirements and mandated standards, and non-enforceable 
standards or principles. Many rights or principles were stated in ways that rendered them 
partial35. The paucity of extra-agency mechanisms for claiming SUR left funded 
                                                 
35
 For example in the QLD SAAP Minimum Standards the right to refuse service or treatment is limited to 
structured activities such as meetings, and skills-directed tasks (DFSAIA, 1993, p.6).  
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organisations in the position of having the main responsibility for ensuring that SUR 
policies and espoused intentions were implemented and rendered claimable.  
 
Service user responsibilities 
 
The initial 1980s concern with rights in SAAP and HACC soon became a concern with 
‘rights and responsibilities’. These constructs became commonly used in tandem, even 
though the relationship between them was not analytically clear or well articulated. This 
juxtaposition of rights with responsibilities was formalised in the HACC Statement of 
Rights and Responsibilities of 1991, and in the SAAP Act of 1994. In the previous SAAP 
Act of 1989, rights had been tagged with the notion of participation, reflecting the 
dominant program construct of service users becoming independent, which in turn 
reflected both social justice and new public management values. Responsibilities were 
generally communicated in program-level documentation as accompanying, but 
secondary to, the affording of rights. The following extract from a Queensland 
Government resource kit for community organisations illustrates this. 
 
Of course, with rights come responsibilities. … But, as we all know, consumers 
don’t always ‘read the label’, and even when they do, they don’t always 
understand or follow the directions. It is important to remember then, that a 
consumer’s rights exist irrespective of their fulfilling their responsibilities 
(Community Services Development 1995, p.6).  
 
Across programs responsibilities were either explicitly listed, or were implied through 
the attribution of rights and responsibilities to other parties, such as in affording particular 
rights to workers in services. Importantly, the notion that the service user had 
responsibilities was most present in programs where there was espoused support for a 
cluster of service user rights, namely SAAP and HACC. The location of rights and 
responsibilities within case management typifies the SAAP III documentation. Within 
case management, clients not only have a range of rights, but they are seen to have 
responsibilities to achieve maximum independence, to be cooperative, and in the later 
documentation, to participate in and be self-determining in case management processes, 
to allow positive outcomes. A tension exists between responsibilities to engage in the 
service delivery process, such as conforming to service rules and procedures, and 
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responsibilities tied to outcomes. The result is a variety of meanings and possibilities for 
what ‘responsibilities’ are seen to exist, with the capacity for varied interpretation by 
funded organisations and front-line workers.  
Finally, in SAAP there was a shift towards seeing multiple parties as having rights and 
responsibilities. These include the rights and duties of care of workers, and services 
(Victorian Department of Human Services 1999, p. 17). There was also a gradual 
proliferation of considerations which limited or conditioned the explicitly afforded rights 
of service users, and many of these are derived from a conception of practice as multi-
faceted, requiring extensive coordination across services, and a holistic view of people’s 
lives (NCMWG 1997). This change was epitomised by calls for flexible and client-
focused practice. Such an approach, it can be argued, can work only if clients are 
cooperative and motivated. An enlarged range of responsibilities are cited in the 1997 
national resource kit on case management in SAAP, with the general import of these 
being that the client has responsibilities to make case management effective. Ultimately, 
though, it is left to organisations to specify what the responsibilities of clients are.  
The HACC Act 1985 made no mention of service user responsibilities. The HACC 
Statement of Rights and Responsibilities (1990) and the HACC Standards (1991) 
promoted consumer responsibilities in conjunction with consumer rights, as well as citing 
a substantial number of service responsibilities. The consumers’ responsibilities were few 
in number, and were clearly secondary in profile to consumer rights and service provider 
responsibilities. HACC consumers had ‘a responsibility to respect the human worth and 
dignity of staff and other consumers, for the results of any decisions they make, and to 
play their part in helping the service provider to provide them with service’ (HACC 
1990). The HACC policy and practice manual developed to operationalise the National 
Service Standards (Gevers 1994, p.3.28) reproduced and detailed these, an example being 
the consumer’s responsibility to let the service know if they were not going to be at home 
when a home visit is scheduled. The HACC National Standards Instrument and 
Guidelines reinforces the tagging of rights and responsibilities by talking about these in 
unison, with the emphasis being on the awareness clients have of these through the 
medium of a written rights and responsibilities statement and verbal explanation 
(Standards Working Group undated, p.13). In other parts of the guide, consumer rights 
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are dealt with individually, and without being linked to responsibilities. While SUR in 
HACC were not indicated as conditional on responsibilities, the constant mentioning of 
responsibilities alongside rights could give the impression that these always accompanied 
each other. The analytic connection, to the extent that it existed, may have been a 
recognition of the interactive realities of service provision, which can necessitate the 
acknowledgement of the rights of workers and other service users, as well as the role of 
the individual consumers themselves in realising the rights they are afforded.  
In the AMFT program there was no construct of responsibilities, although the rights of 
clients were explicitly limited by legal parameters relating to mandatory reporting 
regarding violence and self-harm, and legal limits to confidentiality. In YHPP 
documentation there was no notion of service user responsibilities. 
 
The level of program commitment to SUR 
 
Table 5.5 below summarises the characteristics of SUR policies at the time of the 
fieldwork. The categorisation of the range of rights is drawn from data in Table 5.4. 
Programs were judged to have a ‘very comprehensive’ espoused commitment to SUR 
when they afforded more than 16 of the 23 specific rights, a ‘comprehensive’ 
commitment with 13–16, a ‘moderate’ commitment with 8–12, a ‘low commitment’ with 
5–7, and a ‘very low’ commitment with 0–436.  
Programs were also judged for the strength of commitment indicated in their 
documentation. A ‘strong’ commitment to SUR was attributed when it was indicated that 
the commitment was mandatory, or that there was no discretion envisaged in its 
application beyond minimal limitations required by law, or the respect for the rights of 
others. Terms such as ‘must’, ‘will’, and ‘will ensure’ typify a strong commitment. Terms 
such as ‘should’, and ‘will endeavour’ were judged to indicate a moderate level of 
commitment to a specific right, and statements that had some level of implication for the 
rights area to be considered, but which indicated that this was highly conditional or 
discretionary, were judged to reflect a low level of commitment 
                                                 
36
 This same schema is used in Chapter 6 for the examination of each organisation’s policies. 
  148 
Table 5.5  Summary of SUR policies applying to the sampled services in 1999 
 
 
Program Main mechanisms Clustered or 
singular 
Range of rights  Strength Approach to  
responsibilities 
Constructs SUR located within, or 
associated with 
HACC  Statement of Rights and 
Responsibilities; 
Program Complaints 
Policy; 
National Service 
Standards 
 
Clustered Very 
Comprehensive 
Strong 
(gazetted 
standards 
mandatory) 
Correlative To assist clients achieve program 
goal (living in community) and 
consistent service quality; couched as 
consumer rights and service provider 
responsibilities against a backdrop of 
human rights; achieved through 
service provider compliance and 
quality assurance 
SAAP SAAP Act 1994 
requirement to safeguard 
clients rights through 
charters of rights and 
responsibilities, and 
grievance mechanisms; 
State and Territory SAAP 
Standards 
 
National level: 
Moving from 
clustered, to 
plural and 
singular; 
State/Territory 
level: 
Clustered 
 
Comprehensive 
to Very 
Comprehensive 
(depending on 
State/Territory 
jurisdiction) 
Moderate (mix 
of mandatory 
requirements and 
aspirational 
guidelines) 
Correlative To assist clients achieve program 
goal (independence); couched as 
human and administrative rights; 
located in case management 
standards and processes; achieved 
through principles of client-focused 
service delivery, client satisfaction, 
and quality assurance; responsibility 
devolved to State/Territory 
jurisdictions and services 
 
AMFT Family Services 
Relationships Program 
(FRSP) funding terms and 
conditions; 
FRSP Standards; 
AMFT Code of Ethics 
 
 
Singular Moderate Strong 
 
None To meet legal and professional 
obligations; couched as professional 
ethics and best interests of child; 
achieved through compliance and 
quality assurance 
YHPP Required program 
principles and processes 
Singular 
(implicit) 
Very low Low None To achieve client outcomes; couched 
as principles and best practice; 
achieved through client-focused 
generalist intervention, client 
participation, and service evaluation 
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Considering Proposition 1  
 
The data detailed in this chapter allows for Proposition 1, restated below, to be 
considered. 
 
Human service programs reflect a conception of service user rights which results 
from a combination factors, these being the conception of rights evident in the 
early stages of the program’s development, the dominant approach to human 
services program management at any given time, and the extent to which the 
program embodies relational goals and methods. 
 
The content analysis of program-level documentation supports this proposition. The 
character of program logic in relation to SUR at the time of the fieldwork (displayed in 
Table 5.5 above) continued to generally espouse the scope of rights present in the initial 
period of the programs’ development. While the SAAP and HACC programs reflected a 
combination of human rights and consumer rights commitments, the AMFT drew on a 
combination of legally defined rights and professional practice norms. The approach to 
SUR in the AMFT program continued to reflect the clinical, professional and legal 
orientations in which it was initiated. The shift of departmental location for AMFT, while 
redefining to some extent the rationale for affording SUR, did not substantially alter the 
scope of rights advocated. The continuity of a particular orientation to rights-talk in a 
program was in part realised through legislation and key program documents that 
embedded an approach to SUR over a period of time, and as evidenced by the 
documentation change required a degree of renegotiation with the particular service 
sector.  
It was apparent however that the public administration frameworks within which SUR 
were located shifted over time. For example in SAAP the location of SUR within a 
minimum standards logic gradually shifted to location within aspirational standards and 
the quality of case management. In SAAP and HACC the prospect of, or centrality of, 
external complaints mechanisms waned with internal complaints processes, departmental 
reporting systems, self-evaluation, and client satisfaction becoming preferred 
mechanisms for promoting service provider accountability. 
The relational or individual orientation of the various programs was clearly a 
significant contextual difference in the various programs’ consideration of SUR. Two 
programs were judged to be largely individual and functional in orientation, namely 
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SAAP and HACC, while the others, AMFT and YHPP, were considered relational in 
orientation. The AMFT program can be viewed as entirely relational, as its only 
sanctioned intervention methods, reflected in the program name, were mediation between 
young people and their families, and family therapy. It is clear that relational programs 
had a less explicit orientation to SUR as those which were more individually and 
functionally oriented.  
The case of Reconnect also provides support for Proposition 1. Arising out of a 
concern by the Howard conservative government over the Youth Homeless Allowance, 
the documentation of the YHPP, and its successor Reconnect, displayed no use of rights 
terminology. Some rights were implied, but were defined as good practice principles or 
strategies, or were transmitted by adherence to legal obligations, such as compliance with 
Commonwealth anti-discrimination legislation. The consumer protection of young 
people, in a climate where ‘rights’ for young people were seen as politically untenable, or 
ideologically contradictory to a relational and family agenda, was left out or assumed.   
As outlined in Chapter 2, SUR appears to have emerged as a tool for program 
management at a time when rights-talk provided utility. Programs developed during the 
period of influence of NPM and human rights continued for some time to explicitly 
pursue implementation of an SUR framework, this diluting over time as other tools 
presented. As this occurred, SUR was integrated into, rather than dropped from, program 
logic. Integration into standards, case management, quality assurance, client-focused 
service delivery, and outcomes logics can be discerned. Differential implementation 
processes and levels of commitment resulted in a highly variable set of arrangements. 
The result, as in SAAP and HACC, can be a variety of conceptions of SUR, within a 
general orientation to rights as a tool for service improvement. Variability occurred in 
SAAP as State and Territory levels of government sometimes took on responsibility for 
the stalled policy agenda with some vigor (see previous data for SAAP in the Northern 
Territory), before again the ambition of a systematic user rights regime with claimable 
rights ‘lost steam’. The overall effect seems to have been to transform SUR during the 
1990s from a tool for holding services more accountable for the achievement of program 
goals and service quality in a period of increased reliance on non-government provision, 
to being one mechanism among many. Despite this, SUR continued as an espoused, and 
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at times mandated, policy requirement for funded services, and the service delivery they 
undertook. Responsibility for articulating and establishing mechanisms for service users 
to claiming SUR was increasingly left to the funded services themselves. 
The next chapter will examine how the organisations funded to deliver the sampled 
services responded to the SUR aspects of their program environment. Together with this 
chapter, chapter 6 will provide a detailed examination of the policy contexts for front-line 
practice.  
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Chapter 6 
 
The organisational context of practice 
 
In this chapter the espoused organisational policies regarding service user rights 
(SUR) that applied to the sampled front-line workers are reported and analysed. The 
purposes of this are twofold. Firstly, front-line workers’ practice, and the discretion 
they are able to exercise, are largely structured by the organisations they are employed 
in. Secondly, it is important to recognise the organisational context of practice as a 
potentially powerful mediator of funding program policies. This potentiality was 
expressed in Chapter 3 as Proposition 6. In this chapter this proposition will be 
considered as a precursor to further analysis. 
 
Proposition 6 
 
The organisational policies about service user rights that apply to a particular 
service in the organisation, generally conform to funding program 
expectations. 
 
Most sampled workers were located in multi-service agencies. Formal policies that 
applied to a particular funded service were specified at various levels in the agency. 
These levels were: policies that applied across the agency to all services; policies of 
an internal ‘division’ or ‘program’ within the agency; and policies of a specific funded 
service within the agency. Most reporting in this chapter combines all these levels to 
give an overall indication of the formal expectations. At times a distinction is made 
between agency-wide, divisional and service levels of policy. The content analysis of 
organisational policies drew on a variety of supplied and collected documents, with 
the information from interviewed front-line workers used to inform the document 
collection process, and to provide additional corroborating data on the policy 
environment. The types of documents used in the analysis were: 
• policy and procedure manuals;  
• specific policy statements;  
• various client consent, agreement and intake forms; 
• posters and notices displayed in the service; 
• rights and/or responsibilities statements; 
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• code of conduct and ethics statements; 
• service mission and philosophy statements; 
• agency, division and service descriptions;  
• service brochures;  
• agency annual reports; 
• service reports to funding bodies. 
These documents were interrogated using the same categorisation schema as for 
program level documentation, and displayed in Table 5.1. Data in Chapter 6 is 
reported under the following headings.  
• Service aims; 
• Clustered or singular rights; 
• The type of rights that organisations afforded to service users; 
• Specific rights that organisations afforded to service users; 
• The espoused level of organisational commitment to SUR and the mechanisms by 
which this was communicated; 
• SUR policies regarding young people; 
• Considering Proposition 2. 
 
Service aims 
 
The expressed aims of services conformed to those of the program funding them. 
Service goals and aims were primarily relational in the Adolescent Mediation and 
Family Therapy (AMFT) services, and Youth Homeless Pilot Programme (YHPP) 
services. Aims in these services were expressed in terms of conflict resolution, family 
reconciliation and relationship enhancement. In some services (particularly those of 
the YHPP), individually oriented aims were also included alongside these, in 
recognition that resolution of family-related issues was not always possible, and that 
the service would treat each individual as a client in their own right. 
Service goals and aims were primarily individually oriented in the Supported 
Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP), although relational aims were 
sometimes present in respect of young people’s contact with, and relationship to their 
family of origin. When this occurred, relational aims were not prioritised over aims 
oriented to the provision of service to the individual. HACC services to young people 
were generally oriented to both the family, in terms of assistance with respite, or other 
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forms of support, and to individuals in terms of what they specifically gained from 
such respite, or increased opportunity. Despite the recognition of family-related 
outcomes, HACC services were very clearly not oriented to relationship issues or the 
improvement of relationships.   
 
Clustered or singular rights 
 
In their documentation, most organisations explicitly used a term to refer to a 
collection, or ‘cluster’ of rights held by the service user. Terms included ‘client 
rights’, ‘user rights’, ‘service user rights’, ‘Bill of Rights’ and ‘rights and 
responsibilities’. Some services, most of which were relationally oriented, did not use 
a term for a cluster of rights. Of these, all but one made some explicit, usually limited, 
use of the term ‘right’ in a singular sense. Almost all SAAP and HACC services had 
policies that acknowledged a cluster of SUR. Services generally conformed to their 
funding program in respect of this characteristic. 
In multi-service organisations, the specification of SUR was most commonly made 
for a whole organisation, rather than being expressed within service-specific 
documentation. For example, more than half the relationally oriented services did not 
contain the terminology of ‘rights’ in service-level documentation, although these 
services were usually subject to organisational-level policies, and procedures that did 
contain rights terminology.  
 
The scope and type of rights afforded  
 
Categories of rights used in this analysis were human rights, legal and citizenship 
rights, consumer rights, and practice principles or ideals that relate to rights 
categories. The rights referred to in an organisation’s documentation typically varied 
in their scope. Sometimes this variability was explicitly acknowledged, for example in 
The Resident Handbook’ of a SAAP youth shelter: 
 
You have rights as an individual, as a user of our service and as a citizen of 
the country. We respect that you are entitled to exercise your rights. 
 
The attribution to service users of human rights was present in the agency-wide 
documentation of all cases. However, in only some cases were human rights concepts 
present in service-level documentation, these always having specific relevance to the 
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particular model of service delivery. For example, a relationally oriented organisation 
and service referred to the right to be brought up in a family, while a SAAP service 
referred to the right to safe and affordable accommodation. Many documents 
contained references to particular human rights, most commonly the individual rights 
to dignity, worth, and health. One agency had a Bill of Rights as its only statement of 
service user rights, and this mostly referred to human rights. Human rights were 
expressed in very general terms. It was not indicated how they would be applied or 
operationalised in the service setting.  
In most cases, the organisational-level documentation acknowledged some form of 
legal or citizenship rights held by clients. The most common legal or citizenship rights 
afforded service users were those of not being discriminated against, affirmations of 
access and equity, or social justice, and a commitment to advocacy regarding the 
social rights of citizenship. These broad affirmations of service users as holders of 
legal and citizenship rights tended to come from those services located in programs 
that developed in the context of social justice initiatives, namely SAAP, HACC and 
AMFT.  
In some cases, specific legal rights were referred to, such as a legal right to 
confidentiality in service delivery covered by the Commonwealth Family Law Act, or 
the right to receive, or refuse, medical treatment. Legal considerations were often 
specified as constraints on rights, examples being limitations on the rights to 
confidentiality through either mandatory reporting, or concerns for the safety of those 
involved in the service delivery process, including service users themselves.  
In SAAP services and particularly those providing non-accommodation services, 
young people were indicated as having human and citizenship rights, but were not 
constructed as rights-holders in respect of the service itself.  
 
[The organisation] promotes and protects basic human rights via welfare and 
support services to homeless or ‘at risk’ young people aged twelve to twenty-
five years, to enable them to explore the moral and social issues in their lives, 
to develop effective social relationships and to increase their functioning as 
independent community members. … Most of these young people are 
unemployed and suffer from feelings of worthlessness and hopelessness 
(SAAP organisation which contained a sampled support and advocacy 
service). 
 
HACC services documentation emphasised both human rights and consumer 
rights, with very little presence of SUR expressed as practice principles. 
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It was common, particularly in relationally oriented services, for SUR to be stated 
as generalised service delivery principles. This was particularly so in respect of 
AMFT services, and to a lesser extent YHPP services. For example, in one AMFT 
service, documentation implies the right to self-determination through affirming the 
program principles of empowerment, voluntariness, and the neutrality of mediators.  
The mixing of rights of various scopes resulted in there being very little analytic 
clarity about the nature of the rights afforded to service users and the basis of these. 
Generalised statements oriented to aspirational rights and rights-as-entitlement, rights 
to be claimed from the service and rights to be claimed from external institutions, and 
rights-talk woven into the preferred practice approach of the organisation or service, 
often coexisted.   
The documents were also analysed for the extent to which the rights afforded to 
service users required proactive provisioning or action by the service. In the main, the 
focus of SUR provisions is on negative rights or freedoms, consistent with a liberal 
conception of the consumer. What a service indicates it will do was not usually 
couched in terms that created an obligation on the service to take proactive measures. 
Some agencies did specify obligations on the services to ensure the rights of service 
users, though these were often quite generalised. For example, some HACC-funded 
services, consistent with their program requirements, afforded users the right to 
service that met their needs. The overall picture is that a service user who has 
sufficient agency to take up the rights technically available to them, may claim such 
rights in most services. In such a service policy context, the role of front-line workers 
is particularly important, as they are directly engaged with service users, and the 
interpretations of how rights can and should be operationalised.  
Organisational policies all portrayed service users as individual rights-holders 
consistent with a liberal conception of rights. Even in relational services, such as 
AMFT, service users were depicted as individuals who can choose and make 
agreements. This was despite the acknowledgement in other program documentation 
that family issues can be very complex and not amenable to mediation and agreement. 
This liberal conception of the individual, with an emphasis on negative rights, is 
clearly enunciated in the Client Service Charter of one AMFT service when it cited a 
commitment to: 
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respect for all who are or become involved with the [service], … 
acknowledging their rights and their power to resolve their own difficulties 
with appropriate assistance. 
 
Specific rights afforded 
 
A specific task of appreciating the SUR policy context of the sample of workers was 
to identify the rights endorsed by employing organisations as applying to their service 
delivery. Table 6.1 below summarises the rights endorsed in documentation provided 
by the services. A right was categorised as endorsed when the service documentation 
contained a clear commitment to one of the 23 rights areas. This commitment may not 
have involved use of the term ‘right’, but did involve an acknowledgement that the 
service user could expect service of a particular character. Where a policy was stated 
as agency-wide, it is taken to apply to the service or services within that organisation. 
In a number of instances, the right was limited or specific. One service, for example, 
indicated that users should be informed of their rights to confidentiality and to make a 
complaint. This was judged as an affirmation of the more general right of service 
users to be informed of their rights. In such instances the service was said to afford 
that right. For further qualifications regarding the approach to categorisation of 
particular rights, see the footnote below1.
                                                 
36
 External to the service complaint  mechanism: that the service documentation referred to referral by the service to relevant 
external bodies if the complaint could not be resolved within the agency. This does not mean specialist independent bodies 
existed. Autonomy and voice in their case: the sequence of rights in this category progresses from one of user involvement to user 
self-determination, followed by rights which are more specific. It was common for services to make general comments about this 
area consistent with the first two categories. Privacy in personal space: this is not ticked unless some specific linkage to space 
was evident. For example, in a non-residential setting privacy was asserted through the specific mention of the user’s right to 
discussions in a room that was private. Often ‘privacy and confidentiality’ was mentioned as a phrase with no provisions for 
privacy beyond privacy of information i.e.  confidentiality.  
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Table 6.1 Summary of specific rights afforded to service users, or endorsements of principles consistent with these 
 
 Specific rights and core principles AMFT HACC SAAP YHPP 
Case number 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 
Information  
• detailed information about the services provided 
  
  
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
   
• information about what consumer rights they have 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
    
      
 
   
 
• access personal files held by the agency 
 
  
  
 
 
  
 
    
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
• know who else will have access to information 
about them 
   
     
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
Access  
• access the service if in the target group (often 
within available resources) 
 
     
 
 
 
      
 
 
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
• appeal a refusal of access to the service                        
Autonomy and voice in their case  
• have input in deciding on the content of case plans 
or other decisions made about them 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
• make their own decisions regarding the goals and 
methods used in responding to their situation  
 
 
  
    
 
 
   
 
 
  
   
 
 
 
 
• be asked for their permission before a worker or 
the agency does something affecting them which 
has not been previously agreed (other than sharing 
information) 
 
 
       
 
  
 
     
    
 
 
• have the right to participate in a regular review of 
decisions made affecting them  
 
           
 
     
  
   
 
• refuse service or treatment 
 
    
 
      
 
   
 
 
   
  
 
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 Specific rights and core principles AMFT HACC SAAP YHPP 
Case Number 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 
Grievances heard and responded to 
• an internal complaint mechanism 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• be referred to an external complaint mechanism if 
unhappy with the outcomes from an internal one 
 
 
         
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
   
Advocacy support  
• advocacy support or representation by others in 
representing the rights and concerns of consumers 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
    
 
Privacy and confidentiality  
• privacy in personal space  
 
  
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
      
 
   
 
 
 
• confidentiality of personal information                         
Safety  
• safety while using the service  
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
• not to be harmed, exploited or harassed                         
Culturally sensitive practice  
• service which recognises cultural background 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
Non-discriminatory service delivery 
•  service delivery which is not discriminatory  
  
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Minimum standards  
• service of a specified minimum standard/quality 
• know what the minimum standards of service 
provision are 
     
 
                  
Citizenship  
• be afforded the same rights as other people in the 
community 
  
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
      
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 AMFT HACC SAAP YHPP 
Case number 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 
Totals (from 23 specific rights) 11 13 7 1 11 9 10 10 10 14 8 20 11 6 10 7 13 11 20 8 12 5 19 
Mean 8 10 11.8 11 
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Table 6.1 indicates that some rights were widely recognised across program and service 
types. These were: the right to confidentiality; the right to an internal complaints procedure; 
and the right to some level of involvement by service users in service delivery decision 
making. The rights least specified in organisational documentation (listed from in increasing 
order, from least specified, to more often specified) were rights to: 
• service of a specified minimum standard; 
• be told what the minimum standards of service provision are; 
• appeal a refusal of access to the service; 
• participate in a regular review of decisions made affecting the user; 
• refuse service or treatment; 
• be afforded the same rights as other people in the community; 
• be asked for their permission before a worker or the agency does something affecting 
them which has not been previously agreed (other than sharing information);  
• be referred to an external complaint mechanism if unhappy with the outcomes from an 
internal one. 
Most of the least specified rights have a degree of externality. In other words, they are 
rights, which if afforded, require service delivery to be subject to specification and/or 
scrutiny, often involving parties external to the service. It is conceivable that if service users 
had the level of agency assumed in most organisational approaches to SUR, that these rights, 
if claimed, could challenge the service delivery approach used.  
Services varied significantly in terms of the number of rights they positively affirmed in 
their documentation. One service committed itself to only a limited form of confidentiality, 
while three others, all located in the one multi-service organisation indicated commitment to 
a very comprehensive raft of rights. The services where there was a very comprehensive, or 
comprehensive, coverage were all located in one of two multi-service organisations, each 
with a cluster of three sampled services. These organisations had a comprehensive set of 
consolidated policies that applied to all these services.  
The average numbers of rights afforded by services from the same funded program was 
quite similar. The lowest average was for the AMFT services, averaging 8, and the highest 
average was for SAAP-funded services, at 11.8. There was, except for HAAC services, 
substantial variation between services funded from the same program. This data is consistent 
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with the specific organisational policy context being more influential on the organisations 
policies around SUR than the program location of a funded service. The relatively high mean 
score for YHPP services (n = 11), located in a program with no explicit use of rights 
terminology, was affected by the location of two of these services in SUR-affirming multi-
service organisations that required conformity to pro-SUR agency-wide policies. These were 
both organisations with a long history of SAAP funding. HACC services had very similar 
scores, although the range of rights espoused in documentation was not as extensive as at the 
program level. 
 
The level of organisational commitment to SUR 
 
Table 6.2 below summarises key data in respect to the organisational commitments to SUR 
and responsibilities applying to the sampled services. The table details the main mechanisms 
through which the rights of service users were communicated, the level of organisation that 
SUR commitments are made, the coverage of rights referred to in Table 6.1, the strength of 
the commitment to SUR, the approach taken to responsibilities, and any constructs within 
which SUR was located, or with which SUR was strongly associated.  
Documents were distinguished according the level of the organisation they applied to, with 
three distinct levels apparent: whole agency; a division within the agency (sometimes referred 
to within the organisation as a particular ‘program’); and the specific service. Distinguishing 
between these allowed for consideration of the nature and extent of influence of different 
levels of the agency on the SUR policy context that applied to the sampled workers. 
The extent of SUR coverage, referred to as ‘the range of rights’, was located in one of five 
categories, derived from the number of rights displayed for each service in Table 6.2. These 
categories are not definitive, but indicative, and assist with case display and comparison. 
Services were judged to have a ‘very comprehensive’ espoused commitment to SUR when 
they made commitments to more than 16 of the 23 specific rights, a ‘comprehensive’ 
commitment with 13-16, a ‘moderate’ commitment with 8-12, a ‘low commitment’ with 5-7, 
and a ‘very low’ commitment with 0-4.  
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Services were also judged for the strength of commitment indicated in their 
documentation. A ‘strong’ commitment to SUR was attributed when documentation indicated 
the commitment was absolute, or that there was no discretion envisaged in its application 
beyond minimal limitations required by law, or the respect for the rights of others. Terms 
such as ‘must’, ‘will’, and ‘will ensure’ typify a strong commitment. Terms such as ‘should’, 
and ‘will endeavour’ were judged to indicate a moderate level of commitment to a specific 
right, and statements that had some level of implication for the rights area to be considered, 
but which indicated that this was highly conditional or discretionary, were judged to reflect a 
low level of commitment. The approach taken to service user responsibilities was also 
specifically examined, given the close association that rights and responsibilities came to 
have in SUR policy (see Chapter 5). Virtuous client37, developmental38, correlative39, service 
management40, and worker-centred41 approaches to responsibilities were discerned. Table 6.2 
also indicates particular constructs with which SUR was associated, or within which SUR 
was located, in the documentation. There were a wide range of such constructs evident in the 
way SUR had been expressed and located, including associations with provision of quality 
services, flexible and client-focused case management, professionalised service provision, 
legal obligations, business principles, responsible management and client outcomes. 
                                                 
37
 A virtues or ‘virtuous client’ approach defines client responsibilities in terms of those client characteristics 
that will assist in developing a positive service-client relationship. Such client qualities include honesty, being 
realistic, being open, and being positive. 
38
 A developmental approach sees learning to accept responsibility as one aim of service delivery to young 
people. 
39
 A correlative approach sees responsibilities flowing from a more dominant emphasis on service user rights. 
From this perspective, rights are accompanied by responsibilities, but are not conditional on them. 
40
 A service management approach sees the acceptance by service users of responsibilities as necessary for the 
effective and efficient management of the service. The result is that rights are tightly conditioned by the 
particular model of service.  
41
 A worker-centred approach makes little or no mention of client responsibilities. Rather staff responsibilities 
dominate, often expressed as duties of care, or as principles in codes of conduct. 
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Table 6.2  The organisational SUR policies that applied to the sampled services 
 
 
Service Main mechanisms Level of 
specification     
Clustered or 
singular 
Range of rights  Strength Approach to  
responsibilities 
Constructs SUR located 
within, or associated with 
1  AMFT  Guiding Principles sheet 
Code of Ethics 
Grievance Procedures 
Agency, 
division and 
service 
Singular Moderate Strong Worker-centred Professional relationships 
and behaviour 
2  AMFT ‘Your Rights’ statement 
Policy & Procedures (P&P) 
Manual  
Legal Obligations & Ethics 
Agency Clustered Comprehensive Strong Not explicit Legal obligations 
3  AMFT ‘Client Service Charter’ 
Service information sheet 
Agency and 
service 
Singular Low Moderate  Relational TQM; Best practice; 
Trained professionals 
4  AMFT P & P statements 
‘Oath of Confidentiality’ 
 
Agency Singular Very low Low Worker-centred Duty of Care; Legal 
obligations; Professional 
training and expertise 
5  HACC Code of ethics 
P & P manual 
Agency and 
service 
Clustered Moderate Strong Correlative Natural justice; Quality 
services & lifestyle 
6  HACC Disability Standards sheet 
Complaints brochure 
Service information sheet 
Agency Clustered Moderate  Strong Not explicit Needs and needs planning; 
Quality; Independence and 
inclusion 
7  HACC ‘Rights and Responsibilities’ 
and ‘Professional Conduct’ 
sections of Strategic Plan 
Agency Clustered Moderate Strong Correlative Quality services; Business 
principles 
8  HACC ‘Rights of Consumers’ and ‘Do 
you have a complaint?’ sheets 
Agency Clustered Moderate Strong Not explicit Choice; Best possible 
service 
9   
SAAP-
M42 
‘Bill of Rights’ 
‘Application Pack’ 
Guidelines for living at [facility] 
Agency and 
service 
Clustered Moderate Moderate 
 
Service management 
(coercive) 
Human rights; Choice; 
Rules 
10 
SAAP- 
ME 
Key Statements sheet 
‘Your Rights’ statement 
P & P Manual 
Agency, 
division and 
service 
Clustered Comprehensive Strong Externalised to 
community 
Social justice; Inclusivity 
11 
SAAP-O 
P & P Manual section on 
‘Service Users’ 
Agency Clustered Moderate Strong Correlative Youth development 
                                                 
42
 SAAP-M: staffed medium-term accommodation facility; SAAP-ME: externally supported medium-term accommodation service; SAAP-O: outreach  
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Service Main mechanisms Level of 
specification     
Clustered or 
singular 
Rights  
coverage 
Strength Approach to  
responsibilities 
Constructs SUR located 
within, or associated with 
12 
SAAP-M 
Service Information package 
P & P Manual 
Agency and 
service 
Clustered Very 
Comprehensive 
Strong Developmental & 
Service management 
(flexible and coercive) 
Flexible client-centred case 
management; 
responsibilities and rules 
13 
SAAP-M 
‘Residents Agreement’  
‘Code of Conduct’ 
Information sheet on rights, 
responsibilities and complaints 
Agency and 
service 
Clustered Moderate Moderate Developmental & 
Service management 
(coercive) 
Duty of Care 
Rules 
14 
SAAP-O 
Service Information sheets 
Complaints procedure sheet 
Agency Singular Low Weak Worker-centred 
(virtuous client) 
Relationship enhancement 
15 
SAAP-O 
‘Code of Conduct’ 
Information sheet 
Agency Clustered Low Moderate Correlative Duty of care 
16 
SAAP-
R43 
‘Bill of Rights’ 
‘Client R & R statement’ 
‘Code of Conduct’ 
‘Guidelines for living at …’ 
Agency and 
service 
Clustered Low Moderate Managerial (coercive) Safety and containment 
17 
SAAP-R 
‘Resident Handbook’ 
Information sheet 
P & P Manual 
Agency and 
service 
Clustered Comprehensive Moderate Service management 
(coercive) 
Control and management 
18 
SAAP-R 
‘Code of Behaviour’ Service Singular Low Weak Service management 
(coercive) 
Safety and conformity 
19 
SAAP-R 
Service Information package 
P & P Manual 
Agency and 
service 
Clustered Very 
Comprehensive 
Strong Developmental & 
Service management 
(flexible and coercive)  
Management through 
flexible case management; 
responsibilities and rules  
20 YHPP ‘Bill of Rights’ 
‘Parents Bill of Rights’ 
P & P Manual 
Agency Clustered Moderate Moderate Not explicit Enhanced relationships; 
Outcomes 
21 YHPP ‘Your Rights’ statement 
P & P Manual 
Agency and 
division 
Clustered Moderate Strong Not explicit Outcomes; Best practice; 
Service responsiveness 
22 YHPP P & P manual Agency Singular Low Weak Developmental Outcomes 
23 YHPP Service information 
P & P Manual 
Agency Clustered Very 
Comprehensive 
Strong Developmental & 
Service management 
(flexible) 
Flexible, client-focused 
case management 
                                                 
43
 SAAP-R: SAAP refuge 
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Table 6.3 indicates that a wide variety of mechanisms were used in the sampled services to 
communicate SUR commitments. These included statements or codes of ethics, documents 
for signature, policy and procedures manuals or specific stand-alone policies, and codes of 
conduct, all aimed at staff; client rights statements, or client rights and responsibilities 
statements, usually aimed at staff and/or clients; and service information packages and 
brochures aimed at service users.  
Most SUR commitments were made at the agency- level. In half the sample, SUR was 
specified at this level only. Where SUR were specified in service-level documentation, this 
was in most cases partial, or oriented to rules and limitations. This was particularly evident in 
relationally oriented services, and in respect of SAAP services that provided crisis or 
transitional accommodation. Where agency-wide support was expressed for the rights of 
service users in generalised commitments, there were a number of trajectories followed at the 
service level. These were: 
• General commitments to rights were translated into service-specific consumer rights 
provisions. 
• Commitments were made in agency-wide policies, but not specifically reiterated or 
operationalised in service-level documentation.  
• Limitations to SUR were emphasised in service-level documentation. This occurred 
through a variety of mechanisms, including the specification of responsibilities, legal 
requirements, workers’ rights and discretions, and worker-oriented codes of conduct or 
duty of care statements.  
A strong theme was for rights to be evident in the organisational literature, but either 
absent in service-specific documents, or limited by the service through an emphasis on 
specific rules and requirements. Multi-service organisations generally oriented to the most 
rights-promoting institutional regime they received funding from. They tended to assert a set 
of policies across the agency, while the service-level policies displayed a degree of 
decoupling, placing more emphasis on the limitations to rights, and rules which required 
compliance. The implications of this will be re-visited in later chapters on front-line 
practitioner orientations to rights.  
The relevance to the thesis of the above trajectories is that the agencies policies in respect 
of a particular service often left front-line workers with a substantial role in the interpretation 
and operationalisation of SUR. 
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Organisational policy around SUR was often accompanied in some way by reference to 
service user responsibilities. Service user responsibilities were indicated as oriented to 
promoting good case practice, or to good management, or were expressed as broad principles 
that were not operationalised. They were often couched in a way that rendered rights-as-
entitlements more discretionary. In half the cases, the specification of rights was 
accompanied by specified responsibilities, but in no cases were rights explicitly stated as 
conditional on these responsibilities. Despite this, it is clear that the provision of 
accommodation was usually heavily contingent on adherence by service users to an often 
substantial number of conditions arising from the specific model of service. 
The use of the construct of responsibilities varied across cases, with the following types of 
approaches predominating.  
A developmental approach saw learning to accept responsibility as one aim of service 
delivery to young people, and was particularly evident in individually oriented youth SAAP 
services.  
A correlative approach saw rights as accompanied by responsibilities, but not conditional 
on them. This approach was found in two of the HACC services, which emphasised the 
responsibility of users for respecting the worth and dignity of others, for the results of any 
decisions they made, and for helping the service provider to provide them with services. 
Such broad, generalised statements reflected the HACC Statement of Rights and 
Responsibilities.  
A service management approach to service user responsibilities was common in SAAP 
accommodation services, and in multi-service organisations that contained SAAP services. 
They required service users to be aware of the rules, and to accept consequences for 
breaches. In some services, particularly in staffed accommodation facilities, this translated to 
a very heavy emphasis on rules and conditions, which were far more specific, numerous, 
coercive, and central in documentation, than the SUR afforded in the same documentation. 
The service management approach had coercive and flexible variants. The coercive variant 
limited the autonomy of users with unilateral requirements to accept worker directions. For 
example, in the residents’ handbook for one refuge, a variety of terms and combinations of 
these were used in the space of three pages to constrain service users, these being 
‘Expectations and Responsibilities’, ‘Rules and Responsibilities’, and ‘Rules and 
Expectations’. SUR were an element in the first of these. The flexible variant of the service 
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management approach emphasised worker flexibility and sensitivity in their interventions, 
afforded rights within the constraints of clear boundaries, and espoused fair processes for 
meting out consequences.  
A worker-centred approach was sometimes evident, particularly in the relationally 
oriented AMFT services, where there was little or no mention of client responsibilities. 
Rather, staff responsibilities, often expressed as duties of care, or as principles in codes of 
conduct, dominated. 
Where responsibilities were not referred to, the reasons were various. In some pro-SUR 
contexts, it would appear that ‘responsibilities’ were seen as inappropriate, given the low 
power status of clients. In one other service (SAAP outreach), neither rights nor 
responsibilities were mentioned, with clients seen as simply needing service support and 
‘empowerment’. In some relational services, it simply seemed that service user 
responsibilities were not seen as relevant.  
Organisational documentation located service user responsibilities within, or co-located 
with, a wide variety of other human service constructs. Some ways of approaching service 
user responsibilities were more consistent in affording rights-as-entitlements, while others 
assist in understanding why SUR may have had little profile or endorsement. 
 
Establishing the overall level of commitment to SUR in the sampled services 
 
The overall level of espoused support for SUR was established by considering the 
characteristics summarised in Table 6.3. An organisational context with a high commitment 
to SUR was surmised to exist when SUR was seen as a cluster, rather as a series of 
unconnected singular commitments, with a comprehensive range of rights (including the 
capacity to claim these), and where these were communicated in strong, clear, unequivocal 
language to staff and service users. Similarly, while such services might qualify these rights, 
they did not remove or substantially dilute them through extensive rules and service user 
responsibilities. An organisational context with a low commitment to SUR was surmised to 
exist when SUR was seen only in terms of a small number of specific provisions, and 
communicated in muted or ambiguous language. Rights, if afforded, were heavily conditional 
on compliance with rules and responsibilities.  
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Most organisational policy contexts were located somewhere between these extremes. 
From Table 6.3 it can be discerned that the overall level of espoused support for SUR was 
demonstrably high in five cases, and low in another four cases.  
Cases that demonstrated a high commitment to SUR were: 
• a medium-term externally supported SAAP service and an AMFT service located in a 
multi-service church welfare organisation (belong to Cluster 3); 
• a medium-term SAAP service, SAAP refuge, and YHPP from a multi-service youth and 
family services association (labelled Cluster 1 in Chapter 4). The policy approach of this 
organisation is outlined in the text box below. 
 
 
A cluster of services with a high level of organisational policy commitment to 
SUR applied to them  
 
This multi-service organisation had an extensive policy and procedures manual. The 
philosophy of the organisation indicates its’ development in the 1970’s came from a 
‘rights perspective’. The organisation indicates it has a structural analysis of youth 
homelessness and promotes human and citizenship rights as underpinning service 
delivery. The organisation indicates it promotes the participation and empowerment of 
service users and undertakes its work in a coordinated and holistic manner. The SUR 
policies are largely specified as applying across the organisation. The main ones were:  
 
• A ‘Philosophy’ statement that talked of a ‘rights-perspective’ that ‘recognised and 
supported the basic rights of all individuals’. 
• A ‘Respecting the Rights of Clients’ statement that cited the National Youth 
Coalition for Housing Charter of Rights, and detailed the rights that the agency 
supported for all clients. 
• A number of statements indicating that the policies of the agency created clear 
obligations on the staff and on the governance of the agency. Rights were clearly 
intended to operate as entitlements.  
• A detailed client complaints and disputes procedure, including the unacceptability 
of victimisation for making a complaint. 
• Detailed policies on specific areas such as confidentiality, safety, and the appeal 
of decisions to evict or withdraw support. All of these include SUR provisions and 
protections.  
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Cases that demonstrated a low commitment to SUR were: 
• two SAAP services, one a refuge located in a service of a large church welfare 
organisation, the other a service within a multi-service youth services association; 
• a YHPP service managed by a community committee, auspiced by a large church 
organisation; 
• an AMFT service, in a multi-site family relationships service. The policy approach of this 
organisation is outlined in the text box below. 
 
 
 
A service with a low level of policy commitment to SUR 
 
The goals of this AMFT service, which is part of a State and national network of 
similarly oriented services, is to build better relationships, and to address personal, 
relational and behavioural issues experienced by young people and their families.  
 
It is most helpful to see us with all family members present. This assists us to 
understand the problem from everyone’s point of view  (Service brochure). 
 
There is no use of rights terminology or concepts in the provided organisational 
policies, except in relation to ‘the professional requirements of confidentiality’, which 
various policies indicate is limited according to law, and through the video-taping of 
sessions (with the client’s written consent). Professional norms and legal constraints 
rather than SUR are contained in the policies of this service. These include policies 
relating to professional discretion, duties of care, and approved procedures in areas 
such as ‘The Reporting of Serious Matters’, and ‘Reporting Child-at-risk Cases’. 
Young people are ‘adolescents’ with issues. The grievance procedure provided is 
oriented to staff who wish to lodge a complaint about the organisation. 
 
 
In the remaining cases, the level of espoused commitment was partial, as in HACC 
services, or partial and conditional. Three program types, AMFT, YHPP and SAAP, were 
represented in both cases rated as having high overall commitment and in cases rated as 
having a low overall level of commitment to SUR. 
 
The model of service delivery   
 
The documents were analysed for evidence that the model of service delivery conditioned 
which rights were emphasised, the way service user rights were conceptualised, and the way 
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rights were limited or undermined. Of interest were the relative influence of the model of 
service delivery, organisational location and the program location on the organisational 
approach to SUR adopted in a specific service context. The content analysis established that 
the model of service was influential in some cases and not in others.  
In almost half the sampled services, the model of service delivery actively conditioned the 
way service user rights were conceptualised in the documents. This occurred for all SAAP 
accommodation facilities with on-site staff, and half the relationally oriented services. In a 
number of other services there was no reference to SUR at the service level, and this 
invisibility may reflect a lack of perceived relevance or requirement in such services, or may 
be a reflection that agency-wide policies had such standing that they were not repeated in 
service documentation. HACC services had developed agency-wide rather than service-level 
commitments to clients, broadly consistent with the national program-level mandated SUR 
regime but with little specification of how these would apply in specific service contexts. 
Indeed, a number of HACC services indicated that they worked directly from the national 
standards and guidelines. 
Where service-level documentation beyond brief description was available, there was 
evidence that the model of service delivery muted the interpretation of SUR, often through 
the establishment of rules and requirements that limited the application of SUR so they could 
sit easily within the model used. Rights language was still present at times, but it was more 
likely to be used of those client behaviours and outcomes central to a service’s expressed 
aims or preferred service delivery methods. This feature was evident in the documentation of 
both individually and relationally oriented services, as illustrated by the following examples.  
 
 
• In a YHPP service that prioritised family restoration of young people, rights 
language was used to communicate young people’s ‘right to be brought up in 
families that offer continuity of relationships’.  
 
• In a SAAP shelter the ‘right to plan your future directions’ was singled out 
for mention in the Residents Handbook, a right that coincided with the 
transitional objective of the service, and the case management method used.  
 
• In a SAAP youth refuge, a poster on a door headed SOME BASIC 
ASSERTIVE RIGHTS (emphasis as displayed), listed eleven ‘rights’, most 
of which were oriented to promoting individual self-care and development, 
and consistent with the service delivery approach of the refuge. These rights 
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included: 
o the right to act in ways which promote dignity and self-respect, so 
long as others’ rights are not violated in the process; 
o the right to say ‘no’ and not to feel guilty; 
o the right to take time to slow down and think; 
o the right to change one’s mind; 
o the right to do less than you are humanly capable of doing; 
o the right to make mistakes; 
o the right to feel good about yourself. 
 
• One AMFT service emphasised the client’s right to speak, to be respected, to 
safety and non-violence, and to negotiate. These rights were largely afforded 
to family members in relation to other family members in joint counselling 
sessions, and were moderated by the professional counsellor. Thus rights 
were afforded in a way that preserved, rather than challenged, the dominant, 
in this case professional and facilitative, model of service delivery. 
 
• Prominently displayed in the main office area of a YHPP service, was a 
poster titled ‘Parents Bill of Rights’. This contained a satirical list of parent 
empathetic statements, including: 
 
Parents have a right to freely hold opinions without being sneered at or 
laughed at. If they consider Silverchair and ACDC rank way behind Neil 
Diamond and The Seekers they have the right to say so.  
 
• Posters in the office about young people titled ‘A Memorandum From Your 
Child: A Teenager’s Point of View’ were not similarly oriented to rights but 
to the need for benevolent paternalism.  
 
Be firm with me, it lets me know where I stand. Be gentle, force teaches 
me that power is all that counts. I will respond more readily to being led.  
 
 
In relational services, rights afforded at the agency-wide level are not withdrawn. Rather 
they may simply become invisible, assumed, implicit, or, as in the above example, 
reconceptualised within a relational as opposed to individualised frame, presumably to 
counteract the potentially negative reaction of parents to rights being afforded to young 
people.  
In communal accommodation, service user rights afforded agency-wide coexisted with 
rules or service objectives that focused on increasing young people’s responsibility and skills 
for independent living. Conversely, in SAAP services oriented to outreach and individual 
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support, there was little service-level documentation that conditioned rights. While this is not 
surprising, it does lend support to the interpretation that there was greater interest in limiting 
the rights of service users to conform to a model of service requirements, than there was to 
explicitly operationalise SUR across a wide variety of service contexts. The understandings 
and approaches to SUR of front-line workers assume considerable importance in such service 
contexts.  
Overall it appears that the specification of rights at the service level was conditioned by 
the model of service delivery, and specifically by the service aims. Rights-as-entitlements 
often did not sit easily with the mandated goals and processes of service delivery. SUR, 
rather than being central to most services, tended to be most specific when providing ‘bottom 
lines’ to define mandatory or unacceptable practices and situations. SUR was generally 
promoted at the service level only when the rights matched the core desired directions and 
outcomes of the service. In this sense, SUR was generally conceived of as organisational 
rules or as service model characteristics, rather than as an expression of a suite of SUR 
commitments. There is some evidence to support the interpretation that, at the service level, 
service user rights were given little visibility, or were coopted into a preferred logic if they 
might result in counterproductive dynamics, or negative reactions from key stakeholders.  
 
SUR policies regarding young people 
 
Most SUR policies were oriented to service users as a single homogeneous category. That is, 
in most cases, young people were not referred to either specifically, or as a subgroup of 
service users. In some cases, young people of a specific age, or in a particular type of 
dependent relationship (e.g. a child) were mentioned in policy documents, with the general 
effect being to limit or condition their service user rights. The case outlined in the text box 
below brings together a number of provisions commonly found across the cases. These were: 
• the tendency for legal provisions, or agreed processes embodied in protocols to heavily 
condition the right to individual autonomy of young people; 
• the goal of family connection and rights of parents to information to sit alongside or 
compete with the right of young people to be involved in, and ultimately make decisions 
about, information-sharing and their specific case.  
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A multi-service organisation’s policy regarding ‘clients under 16 years’ 
 
This organisation, which contains two SAAP services and one YHPP service, is an 
example of a comprehensive approach to young people whose legal and social status 
is compromised through their age. Consistent with protocols in place, the welfare 
department is notified if a young person under 16 is admitted to the services of the 
organisation, with parameters specified for which agency will have case 
responsibility. In relation to the ‘young client’s’ right to self-determination, the 
following extract from the policy and procedures manual reflects the tensions between 
client rights, government-mandated processes, and the legal and moral considerations 
associated with a young person’s family location and guardianship: 
 
A clear statement will be made to a client informing them of the service’s 
obligation to notify the client’s family of their safety. If the client agrees, the 
family will be contacted and informed of their child’s safety. The exception 
will be where there are grounds to believe the client may be placed at risk. In 
such cases, parents should not be notified. If the client does not agree, staff 
should negotiate with the client to determine an agreeable way in which the 
family can be made aware that their child is safe. 
 
[The organisation] will support an early intervention approach and will 
encourage young people to return home if the home is safe and reasonable. 
However, services will respect the rights and aspirations of young clients and 
will support an informed decision by the young person not to return home.  
 
 
The construction of service users as individuals with agency was often accompanied by a 
particular view of young people as being in transition. While as service users they were 
implicitly portrayed as individuals with rights, at another they were seen as young people, 
with developmental needs and limitations. A ‘power’ approach to rights was sometimes 
discerned where young people acquire rights as they increasingly gain the capacity to be 
independent, as illustrated in the following extract.  
 
Youth is an important life stage which involves transition and growing independence. 
As young people gradually assume the rights and responsibilities of citizenship, the 
role of the family in relation to young people changes (stated principle of a YHPP 
service). 
 
SAAP youth refuges, in three of four cases, constructed young service users as passive and 
deficient, needing management and control. In medium-term supervised accommodation 
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services, there was generally a softer developmental position, with residents constructed as 
more active individuals, though still dependent on the service for experiences and support to 
help them become independent. Some other services adopted a multi-faceted approach, 
portraying young service users as being in a complexity of possible situations, and requiring 
pragmatic and clear information, with attendant options.  
Overall organisational policies did not differentiate young people from other service users, 
but when they did, they tended to indicate limitations arising from young people’s legal, 
familial or assumed developmental status. 
 
Considering Proposition 2  
 
Proposition 2 stated that: 
 
The organisational policies about service user rights that apply to a particular service 
in the organisation generally conform to funding program expectations. 
 
The data provides some useful insight into the relative influence of the funding program 
on the SUR policies that applied to the sampled services. There was no clear correlation 
between the program approaches to SUR, as displayed in Table 5.1, and the organisational 
policies for SUR that apply to the sampled services, as displayed in Table 6.1. Table 6.3 
brings these data together to directly compare how many of the 22 rights documents were 
interrogated for were committed to at the program and organisational levels.  
 
Table 6.3 Comparing the range of SUR at program and service levels 
 
 AMFT HACC SAAP Reconnect 
Program   
9 
 
19 
 
15.8 (mean across 4 
jurisdictions) 
 
4 
Mean for 
services 
 
8 
 
10 
 
11.8 
 
11 
Range for 
services 
 
1-13 
 
9-11 
 
6-20 
 
8-19 
 
The overall effect is that the SUR regime for a particular service does not correlate 
strongly with the endorsed program guidelines and standards. Organisational policies appear 
to have moderated the SUR afforded in programs where there was an explicit commitment to 
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SUR, and tended to require that SUR be applied in services they operated which were funded 
from programs where fewer SUR were afforded. The average scores for services from the 
four programs are far closer than the figures for the programs detailed in Table 5.2 and 
repeated in Table 6.2. This is consistent with organisations having a moderating effect on 
program guidelines and standards. Agency-wide policies were the source of most SUR 
commitments in multi-service organisations, and the highest-scoring services were all in 
multi-service organisations. These agencies required all services under their management to 
work according to a comprehensive and detailed set of agency policies. Overall, the pattern of 
adoption between espoused policy positions operating at the program and service levels can 
be considered extremely uneven.  
Across-case examination of services in the same multi-service organisation provides 
further support for the above analysis. The sample included four organisations with services 
from more than one of the sampled programs, referred to in Chapter 4 as clusters 1 to 4. 
Examination of the data in these clusters supports the conclusion that organisations played a 
strong conditioning role in determining the SUR policy commitments made by particular 
funding programs. In all these clusters, an agency-wide position, which may or may not be 
rights-affording, had substantial influence through the assertion of agency-wide norms and 
requirements. This influence could manifest in a high level of SUR commitment across 
differently funded services, or in services operating under a low commitment to SUR policy 
regime. 
Table 6.4 below indicates that, where a multi-service agency had little espoused 
commitment to SUR, this translated to a relatively weaker espoused position at the level of 
the services it managed, regardless of the program location of these services. The 
organisation in its Bill of Rights indicated that the ‘clients of [the organisation] have the 
absolute right to the following’, hence the rating of ‘strong’ for its espoused commitment to 
service user rights. However, the scope of these rights is comparatively narrow, largely 
oriented to general human rights, and at the service level the documentation is largely 
concerned with rules and guidelines for management of the accommodation facilities, or in 
the case of the YHPP, is largely silent, or coopts rights language to other purposes. When not 
located in a strong SUR promoting agency, it appears that the relationally oriented services 
had little incentive to adopt an explicit, proactive approach to SUR, and so conformed to 
program expectations. 
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Table 6.4 Approaches to SUR in Cluster 3 services  
 
Service Main mechanisms Level of 
organisation 
at which 
rights 
specified     
Rights  
coverage 
Strength Approach to  
responsibilities 
Constructs 
that user 
rights are 
located 
within/associ
ated with 
SAAP 
Medium-
term 
externally 
supported 
‘Bill of Rights’ 
‘Application Pack’ 
‘Code of Conduct’ 
‘Guidelines for 
living at [facility]’ 
Agency and 
service 
Partial 
(n=10) 
 
Strong 
 
Managerial 
(coercive) 
Human rights 
Choice 
Rules 
SAAP 
Refuge 
‘Bill of Rights’ 
Client R & R 
statement 
‘Code of Conduct’ 
‘Guidelines for 
living at [facility]’ 
Agency and 
service 
Low 
(n=6) 
Strong Managerial 
(coercive) 
Human rights 
Safety and 
containment 
YHPP ‘Bill of Rights’ 
P & P Manual 
‘Parents Bill of 
Rights’ 
Agency Moderate 
(n=8) 
Strong Not explicit Human rights 
Enhanced 
relationships 
Outcomes 
 
Taken together, the across-case cluster comparisons indicate that multi-service 
organisations substantially influenced the SUR policy regime that services operated within— 
more so than the programs that were funding these services. The exception to this was HACC 
services, where there was less variability across services and greater conformity with 
program expectations, these often being reinforced by mandatory requirements under 
disability sector funding also received by these agencies. 
As the previous section demonstrated, it was also apparent that the particular model of 
service delivery could also significantly moderate service user rights afforded at the program 
and organisational levels.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The content analysis of organisational documentation detailing the SUR policies and 
commitments in the sample cases does not support the proposition as stated. The data 
indicates that multi-service organisations substantially influenced the SUR policy 
environment in which the services managed by these organisations operate. Multi-service 
organisations have to deal with the challenge of various program demands, and in relation to 
SUR provisions, tend to create a uniform set of policies that apply across the agencies’ 
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various services. These agency-wide provisions are often supplemented by service-specific 
information and conditions. Service-level requirements do not tend to conform to program 
SUR expectations unless the organisation is fairly homogeneous in the aims and policy 
contexts of its services. In other words, services tend to conform where the various sources of 
funding make similar demands, or have similar guidelines on SUR. The HACC cases, and 
some AMFT cases have this character.  
The rights afforded at the organisational level tended to be general, and the model of 
service heavily conditioned service-level provisions. Rules, regulations and limitations 
specific to the model of service can condition and limit the rights afforded service users. In so 
doing, they do not explicitly contradict the rights-related policies of the organisation; rather, 
there is simply a silence on any dissonance. Particular rights were elevated in service-level 
documentation to have particular relevance, while others, whether mentioned or not, were not 
put in a form that rendered them accessible or operational. While some organisations and 
services worked hard to integrate a wide range of rights seamlessly into their documentation, 
most concentrated on a small number of rights areas which related to their mode of 
intervention, and which reflected their understanding of their service’s purpose.  
Overall, the data supports the conclusion that there was significant organisational 
autonomy in relation to SUR positions. The efforts to control (‘steer’) organisations funded 
by government evident in NPM appear to have been only partially successful. While the 
funded organisations often conformed to SUR expectations in generalised ways, or when the 
demands from multiple funding sources were similar, their policies assumed a practical, 
operational and less rights-oriented character at the service level.  
These last two chapters have detailed the program and organisational commitments in 
relation to service user rights. Chapter 7 will discuss the way in which the sample of front-
line workers conceptualised SUR.  
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Chapter 7 
 
Front-line worker conceptions of service user 
rights  
 
This chapter considers how service user rights (SUR) were interpreted at the front line 
of practice in nonprofit human organisations oriented to young people. Previous 
chapters have mapped the way the sampled programs and organisations incorporated 
SUR into their policy frameworks. It was found that the sampled programs and 
services had incorporated SUR into their documentation to varying extents. Two of 
the four programs, which funded 15 of the sampled services, endorsed a clustered 
approach to SUR. The influence of organisational positions on their own SUR policies 
was found to be substantial, indicating that the hub of SUR policy making was 
generally at the organisational rather than the service level.     
Chapters 7 presents data on how the sample of front-line workers conceptualised 
SUR. Specifically it examines workers’ level of espoused support for various rights 
commonly considered to be service user rights, the various conceptions they had of 
such ‘rights’, and what terminologies they did and did not adopt. It is concluded that 
service user rights, while clearly espoused by these front-line workers, were 
conceptualised in a variety of ways which were not generally consistent with rights-
as-entitlements, and that rights-talk was generally not adopted for explicit use in 
everyday direct practice.  
The relevance of these findings to the thesis is considerable. Program logic 
relevant to the way front-line practice is undertaken may be understood variously by 
front-line workers. High-status human service constructs, such as ‘rights’, may be 
supported as inherently worthy on one hand, while limited in front-line utility on the 
other. The data supports the conclusion that workers’ ceremonial conformity to the 
‘idea’ of service user rights was usually not accompanied by perspectives consistent 
with rights-as-entitlements. 
The data for this chapter was read in terms of the following propositions. 
 
Proposition 2 
Front-line workers espouse strong support for SUR as enforceable 
entitlements.  
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In Chapter 3, workers’ ‘espoused theory’ was distinguished from their ‘theories-in-
use’. As has occurred with other substantial ideas about human service practice, such 
as empowerment, it was expected that front-line workers would indicate strong 
support for service users being afforded claimable rights in relation to human services 
delivery. In later chapters this espoused level of support will be contrasted with 
workers’ accounts of practice.  
  
Proposition 3 
Though front-line workers espouse support for service users having rights-as-
entitlements, their conceptions of SUR are varied, and generally not consistent 
with rights-as-entitlements. 
 
The way front-line workers conceptualised SUR is examined. ‘Rights’, as with 
numerous other constructs promoted for adoption in human service practice, can be a 
‘slippery’ concept, with numerous interpretations. It is important, before examining 
applications of such constructs, to consider the ways they are understood, and the 
implications of such understandings. Proposition 3 suggests that front-line workers 
did not adopt the rights construct in a way that was consistent with rights-as-
entitlements. 
Each of these propositions is now considered in turn. 
 
Workers espoused support for SUR as entitlements 
 
Proposition 2 asserts that front-line workers espoused strong support for service user 
rights as enforceable entitlements. It was important in this study to establish the extent 
to which front-line workers agreed with service users being afforded rights-as-
entitlements. This provides insight into the strong normative status of rights-talk and 
assists in the later discussion of what happened to SUR at the front line. This 
proposition was strongly supported by the data. The method of investigation and data 
are reported below.  
Each worker completed a questionnaire (Appendix C), which was designed to elicit 
the level of espoused support for service user rights-as-entitlements. Specifically it 
asked for workers’ level of agreement or disagreement with the statement ‘In this 
service it is critically important that young people have an enforceable entitlement to 
…’, for each of 22 specified rights. These rights were drawn from various SUR 
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statements in the sampled programs, and clustered under the broad headings of 
information, access, autonomy and voice in their case, grievances heard and 
responded to, advocacy support, privacy and confidentiality, safety, culturally 
sensitive practice, minimum standards, and citizenship. Workers were asked to give a 
rating for each right, using a Lickert scale (‘strongly agree’ through to ‘strongly 
disagree’), supplemented by a ‘not relevant in this setting’ option.  
The workers overwhelmingly indicated that they were supportive of service users 
having rights-as-entitlements in their service. In 65% of instances, workers gave a 
‘strongly agree’ rating, and in a further 29% they gave an ‘agree’ rating. The overall 
level of agreement across the raft of consumer rights surveyed was thus 94%. In only 
3% of instances did workers indicate a ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ rating. Table 
7.1 below reports aggregated figures for the various response options available, 
categorised by funding program.  
 
Table 7.1:  Workers espoused support for SUR as enforceable entitlements- by 
funding program 
 
Program 
location 
of worker 
Strongly 
agree 
Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
Not 
relevant 
HACC 59 20 4 4 0 1 
SAAP 157 77 2 6 0 0 
AMFT 46 29 1 5 2 4 
YHPP 65 22 1 0 0 0 
Total 
responses 
(n=50644) 
327 
(65%) 
148 
(29%) 
8 
(2%) 
15 
(3%) 
2 
(0%) 
5 
(1%) 
 
The relative support by workers from different programs was assessed by 
comparing the percentage of responses from workers in services from the various 
programs. It was expected that there would be an under-reporting of negative 
responses, and an over-reporting of positive responses reflecting the norms of the 
‘caring’ professions around the pursuit of ‘rights’ for those who seek or require 
                                                 
44
 The total number of responses (n=506) arises from the 23 workers rating each of 22 rights categories. 
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support45. Indeed it is these norms that the questionnaire solicited. This said, there was 
some spread to the responses, and the differential rating of various rights reflects a 
critical analysis evident in the interview data.  
A degree of variation among workers located in services funded from different 
programs was evident. When the ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ responses to the 22 
different rights were combined, YHPP workers strongly agreed or agreed in 99% of 
instances, followed by SAAP with 96%, HACC workers with 90%, and AMFT 
workers with 85%. There was less preference by SAAP refuge workers for the 
‘strongly agree’ option. Responses of ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’ were 
scattered across different rights categories, these being the rights of access to personal 
files, the right to appeal a refusal of access to a service, and the right to access an 
external appeals mechanism. Five workers, from AMFT, HACC and SAAP services, 
did not support three or more of the listed rights. 
When invited, some workers nominated additional rights or extended and 
contextualised one or more of the listed rights, in terms of these having particular 
application to their service setting. Additional SUR mentioned were the right to an 
immediate response from the service, and to be made to feel comfortable (from a 
YHPP worker), to tenancy rights and food (from SAAP workers), for someone to help 
them, and the right to make mistakes. Most workers indicated that they saw the rights 
listed in the questionnaire as comprehensive. 
The strong level of espoused support for service user rights-as-entitlements was 
further confirmed at the conclusion of the interview. Workers were asked if they felt 
an explicit acknowledgement of client rights for young people has a negative or 
positive impact on front-line practitioners such as themselves. Virtually all workers 
indicated they saw the impact as positive. In a small number of cases this was 
qualified, one such qualification being that it was not just young people who should 
have such rights, but all people. No workers indicated the impact as negative, 
although one indicated that an explicit approach was a question of a practitioner’s 
preferred style: 
 
There is space for both in terms of the organisation, the work, the people they 
are, where they come from. I know particular workers who are very strong 
                                                 
45
 Professional norms commonly include rights constructs. For example the Australian Association of 
Social Workers Code of Ethics (1993) indicates social work is undertaken within the aspirations of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and affords each individual the right to self-determination. 
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clients’ rights focused. They are exceptional workers; they do their job well. I 
choose not to work that way. They get good outcomes, successful 
interventions. My way works for me. (YHPP worker) 
 
Workers were then asked how they thought workers in services similar to theirs 
view SUR. The responses to this question were more mixed. Just over half the 
respondent workers indicated that other workers would also have a positive view of 
SUR for young people. Some considered that other workers had, or should have, a 
similar positive perspective similar to their own. The remainder of workers indicated 
that; they considered other workers’ positions were mixed, citing workers and 
services they considered to have poor approaches in terms of respecting clients rights; 
they didn’t know the position of other workers; that other workers’ position was 
negative, or that it was less positive than that of their agency.  
After numerous invitations had been presented during the interview to 
problematise the concept of SUR, workers were specifically asked whether they 
supported the availability of claimable SUR framed as follows: 
 
Users of government services have a range of administrative law rights. These 
include the right to be heard before a decision is made against them, the right 
to be provided with reasons for decisions, and the right of appeal to an 
independent body if unhappy with a decision. Do you consider users of 
nonprofit services such as yours should have these same rights? (Interview 
Schedule) 
 
All workers except one agreed. This worker, from an AMFT service, indicated 
that this was not relevant to their practice setting, as they did not make decisions 
about clients. A third source of data which supports the proposition that front-line 
workers have strong espoused support for rights-as-entitlements came from worker 
judgements on the extent their service expected them to abide by the rights contained 
in the service’s formal policies. The services, as reported in Table 6.2, virtually all 
had endorsed mechanisms for service users to claim rights, such as internal 
complaints mechanisms, and/or access to advocacy support. Half the services were 
rated as having a strong espoused level of commitment to SUR, with a further third 
rated as having a moderate level of espoused support. Almost all workers (n = 20) 
reported a strong expectation of them that they would abide by service expectations as 
expressed in formal written policies. About two-thirds of workers indicated that the 
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level of adherence expected was very high or absolute. When asked for indicators of 
such expectations, workers cited the following: 
• being told by other staff if they were not adhering to expectations; 
• having to sign a job contract that included adherence to policies, with sanctions 
applied to breaches of these; 
• unwritten expectations of management and peers; 
• a strong organisational culture or ‘ethos’ supporting client rights, which for some 
workers was not a culture of rights, but a philosophy of caring, of meeting needs, 
or of particular practice values such as ‘the way we speak’, or respecting the 
client; 
• training in various aspects of practice related to SUR; 
• staff input into the service’s policies. 
Overall, workers perceived the organisations’ expectations as substantial, non-
negotiable, and as rights protecting. 
 
Considering Proposition 2 
 
The above data strongly supports the proposition that front-line workers espoused 
support for service users having rights as enforceable entitlements. In the context of 
this general support, there were specific client rights that some workers identified as 
more problematic, or as not relevant to their practice setting. The reasons for the high 
level of espoused support for client rights are not entirely clear. However, it is likely 
that the norms regarding the construct of ‘rights’ in the human services area were such 
that it would have been almost heretical for workers to reject them. This is consistent 
with McDonald (1996), who found ceremonial conformity to the normative 
orientation of an organisational field. ‘Big ideas’ such as SUR, that confer ideas of 
benefit or consideration on service users, receive strong support, even when it is 
manifestly obvious that the service does not deliver on these, or delivers only 
partially. This data is consistent with rights for service users being an incontestable 
idea, which has a substantial level of assumed and rhetorical support. It is also 
consistent with a level of dislocation between formal policies and the way front-line 
workers make sense of everyday practice.   
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In the next part of this chapter, data is presented on the way the sampled workers 
constructed SUR in the semi-structured interview. The picture emerging from this 
data is far more complex than that presented above.  
 
Front-line worker conceptions of SUR 
 
The following section examines the way the front-line workers conceptualised SUR, 
and presents data relating to workers’ interpretation of the scope of service user rights, 
the externalisation of SUR, workers’ conceptions of how SUR were realised, and the 
strength of their orientation to SUR. The data indicates that front-line workers did 
incorporate some understanding of rights for service users into their conceptions of 
practice. However these conceptions varied considerably.  
 
Scope 
 
Scope refers to the level of relative specificity or breadth in rights-thinking. In this 
study, the very broad and generalised scope of human rights can be contrasted with 
the state-sanctioned foci of citizenship rights, which relate to people in a particular 
jurisdiction, and consumer rights, which focus on rights in relation to provision of 
specific goods or services. In coding the interviews, attention was also paid to the 
conceptualisation of rights as core social welfare principles, defined by this study as 
the formal and informal norms that play a central role in guiding the practice of social 
welfare46. In this study social welfare principles are typified by their primary purpose 
of informing the worker’s own human service practice, and, as outlined in Chapter 3, 
often contribute to accountability through a professional commitment to ethical 
practice. While principles may be held and endorsed by organisations, and may 
provide a rationale for the affording of rights-as-entitlements, they do not of 
themselves constitute rights-as-entitlements. One manifestation of a principles 
approach to rights is an emphasis on ‘what’s right’ in practice rather than rights. That 
is, the workers’ interpretation of rights is around the promotion of ‘right’ process, 
and/or ‘right’ outcomes.  
The interview transcripts were coded for worker conceptualisations of service user 
rights as general human rights, citizenship rights (including legal rights), consumer 
                                                 
46
 A typology similar to this was used by McDonald and Crane (1995) in a study of nonprofit human 
service staff conceptions of SUR. 
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rights, and social welfare practice principles. Particular attention was paid to 
respondent statements made before the administration of the questionnaire, so as to 
minimise any influence doing the questionnaire had on worker conceptions of SUR.  
It was common for workers to refer to more than one ‘scope’ of rights. Table 7.2 
below reports the various scopes clearly evident in worker responses. For ease of 
display these are reported by program. 
 
Table 7.2 Worker conceptions of the scope of SUR  
 
Program 
location 
Human 
rights 
Citizenship 
rights 
Consumer 
rights 
Practice 
principles 
AMFT 3 1 2 4 
HACC 3 1 4 2 
SAAP 5 5 6 3 
YHPP 2 0 1 4 
Totals 13 7 13 13 
Note: As workers could have more than one conception present in their accounts, the total number of responses 
exceeds the number of cases. 
 
A human rights conception 
 
This conception saw everybody in the service system as having the same human 
rights, on the basis that everyone is a human being. The rights of service users were 
talked about in broad terms, such as the fundamental worth of individuals and respect, 
sometimes with reference to particular human rights instruments. 
 
We are all people, after all, the bottom line is we are all people, and we all 
have the same rights to be safe, and belong, and be loved, and all of those 
things. (AMFT worker) 
 
When I’m talking about young people’s rights I think of it as the UN charter of 
young people’s rights … I guess we talk to them about we are all individuals, 
we all have rights as individuals regardless of whether we are clients or 
workers. Just mutual respect. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
This perspective on SUR was spread across workers from all program areas. It is a 
very generalised conception of rights, and tends to see rights as universal and 
aspirational.  
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A citizenship rights conception 
 
From this perspective, workers emphasised the rights of service users as citizens of 
the state, such as the right to income support, and of access to rental tenancies without 
discrimination. It included, but was not limited to. legal rights, and also encompassed 
social and civil rights. Most workers following this approach to SUR were from 
SAAP services.  
 
I don’t use ‘right’ a lot. But I do, I do go into bat for young people if I think 
they have been ripped off. So then we talk about, that they have a right to 
make a complaint about this, they have a right not to be involved in something. 
So that is where I use rights a lot. You have the right to deserve respect when 
you go into a real estate agent, and not go ‘Oh God, you are young people — 
get out!’. That is discrimination. (SAAP outreach worker) 
 
From this perspective, workers spoke of SUR breaches  in the broader community, 
external to the service. Only one worker spoke of their own service delivery context, 
and the way service users had been negatively dealt with by their service. 
 
I tend to think of rights as Martin Luther King, and I mean I was into the 
Black Panther movement when I was 14/15. And I was right into some of the 
American rights issues, which I found were civil rights … It was like, there 
had been in the past, in this service … practices that were totally anti user 
rights. So young people really had no rights. It was like, ‘Hey this is the 
system, this is what you do.’ Almost run like a prison, where we had things 
like, even in my time, just before I started here, all the fridges and freezers 
were all locked. They all had padlocks on them, so that they could not go in 
them. When I started here, the kitchen was locked at night, so they could not 
go in, and they could not get anything; they could not access even a glass of 
water. Before that the screen door at the bottom on the stairs was locked at 
night, so they couldn’t come down those stairs. (SAAP refuge worker)  
 
A consumer rights conception 
 
Most service user rights that can potentially be claimed as entitlements are consumer 
rights. Workers were seen to display a consumer rights conception when they saw a 
service user right as a claim or right that the user of the service had in relation to that 
service. Table 7.2 indicates that half the respondent workers understood SUR in this 
way. This was often framed as relating to the provision of a quality service, or as 
relating to expectations about the nature of service delivery.  
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It is to do with the service they receive and how that is delivered, from how 
they’re interviewed over the phone to make an appointment, to how they’re 
treated when they come, to how complaints might be dealt with. (AMFT 
worker) 
 
For some workers these consumer rights were those necessary to provide a minimal 
standard of service: 
 
We use rights in the simple context as in rights to a safe environment, rights to 
adequate personal care and hygiene, so it’s the basics, and the right to food 
and what have you. (HACC worker). 
 
All HACC workers, and most SAAP workers, incorporated a consumer rights frame 
in their responses, to some extent.  
 
Rights interpreted as social welfare practice principles 
 
It was common for workers to conceptualise SUR as relating to one or more social 
welfare practice ideals or principles. In these cases, rights were held as principles to 
guide a worker’s own practice, and commonly included principles of confidentiality 
and self-determination. The YHPP worker quoted below understood client rights in 
terms of the expectation and effort made to respect, consider, and value the service 
users:  
 
I don’t know that it’s a right but I guess it’s an expectation- to be treated with 
respect and that’s an overriding one, and to be made to feel comfortable. We 
kind of like to feel we’ve got a really nice homely kind of comfortable 
environment. We feed people and it’s like we make cups of tea and bickies and 
lollies and we try to make people feel very relaxed and comfortable and I think 
that’s a client right in our kind of work. (YHPP worker) 
 
The tendency for front-line workers to view SUR as social welfare practice 
principles was further supported when, immediately following the administration of 
the questionnaire, workers were asked to indicate which of these rights they 
considered most important to the young people who used their service. Workers 
commonly indicated all the rights listed were important, but emphasised those rights 
that coincided with long-standing principles of social welfare practice. The service 
user rights most often indicated by respondent workers as important to the young 
people themselves were: 
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• confidentiality and privacy, with greatest emphasis on confidentiality of 
discussions young people have with the service (most workers), confidentiality of 
personal information (half the workers), and privacy in personal space (half the 
workers); 
• young people’s autonomy and voice in their case, with greatest emphasis on 
having input in deciding on the content of case plans, or other decisions made 
about them (half the workers), and to make their own decisions regarding the 
goals and methods used in responding to their situation (half the workers); 
• safety while using the service (a third of workers).   
The emphasis from this perspective was on correct or desirable practice rather than 
rights-as-entitlements.  
Patterns of conceptions did emerge for workers from services funded from the 
particular sampled programs. All AMFT and YHPP workers interpreted rights broadly 
in terms of both social welfare practice principles and human rights. Both of these 
involve generalised and somewhat aspirational conceptions of rights, emphasising 
what ‘should happen’ rather than what ‘must happen’. Rights such as confidentiality 
were important to these workers and were understood as existing within the bounds of 
the worker–client relationship. HACC workers all understood service user rights as 
consumer rights, usually against a backdrop of human rights. SAAP workers drew 
variably on all approaches, but were the most likely to have an externalised 
citizenship rights focus.  
 
The externalisation of SUR 
 
Half the respondent workers had a view of SUR that focused on the service users’ 
relationship with other agencies or systems. This was often expressed in terms of SUR 
being most comfortably understood in terms of workers’ role in providing advocacy 
support to young people in dealing with other agencies and systems:  
 
I guess it’s [the term ‘rights’] probably used everyday … like if we weren’t 
advocates for young people’s rights then we wouldn’t work as hard as  we do 
in the office advocating for them or doing indirect service work . I guess we 
don’t even realise half the time that we are always making sure the clients’ 
rights are there all the time … if someone does something that’s 
unprofessional …we’ve got the other three to say no hang on, this isn’t fair, 
this isn’t right. (SAAP outreach worker) 
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This view of SUR is further supported by workers’ responses to a supplementary 
question on their interpretation of one of the 22 specific rights listed in the 
questionnaire, namely the right to advocacy support. Of the 17 workers who were 
asked this question, which was added to the questionnaire after the first cluster of 
interviews, only five interpreted advocacy support as applying to young people raising 
issues with the workers’ own service. Most respondents indicated that they 
understood the right to advocacy support as relating to support of the young person in 
raising issues with other agencies. There were clear program correlations in this, with 
all SAAP workers who responded viewing the right to advocacy support as applying 
to their support of young people in respect of other agencies. In the YHPP, a program 
where broad community engagement and advocacy is a core element of the model of 
service, two of the three respondents also made this interpretation. Conversely, in the 
programs where external advocacy is not generally part of the model of service, 
namely HACC and AMFT, the interpretation of workers was of advocacy support as a 
consumer right. No HACC workers, and only one AMFT worker took an externalised 
view.  
A substantial number of workers tended to have an externalised view of SUR, 
which correlated with the presence or absence in the workers’ role of an external or 
internal advocacy function, and thus with particular funding and service 
environments.  
 
Conceptions of ‘how’ the rights of service users were realised 
 
The interviews were interrogated for workers’ perspectives on how the rights of 
service users were, or should be, claimed. These perspectives can also be termed the 
workers’ ‘model of service user rights’, and reflect the beliefs and assumptions about 
SUR. A range of positions were evident in the data: a liberal individualist position; an 
interests position; a communicative position; a radical position; and a coercive 
position. The importance of these is that they infer quite different processes and paths 
for SUR realisation. 
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The liberal individualist position 
 
From this perspective, rights are explicitly, or implicitly, located with individuals who 
realise them through self-determination, self-assertion and freedom of choice. Young 
people individually or in conjunction with other family members are in control of 
their lives, or should be in control of their lives. Further, they should be held 
accountable for what they do. When asked what workers were hoping to achieve with 
the young people they worked with, one refuge worker said:  
 
Increased self-awareness mostly. So that they have choices … I like to 
encourage them to be at least aware of what options they have, and what 
choices they make, so that they can take responsibility for them. There’s no 
point living the victim and them blaming the police and blaming the parents 
and blaming Centrelink and blaming the youth worker. (SAAP refuge worker)  
 
This view is consistent with the liberal conception of the rights-bearing individual. 
Underpinning this is a ‘power’ conception of rights, where it is through the exercise of 
individual agency that rights are claimed. Such a conception infers that young people 
are either capable of asserting their rights, or acquire the capacity to claim rights as 
they mature and develop skills. Consequently, young people who are socially or 
economically dependent have few rights, these being located with parents, and/or with 
the service and its workers. Particular examples of this liberal individualist position 
from differently located workers were: 
• Young people are responsible for themselves in outreach. 
• ‘They have to do it themselves’ at the refuge. 
• Rights accompany responsible adult behaviour. 
• Young people need to take action to reduce family conflict.  
• As young people get used to the service delivery, they can see when the service is 
not being consistent with their rights and will ‘pull people up’. 
• Young people should take it on themselves to complain. 
The associated notion that young people gain rights as they get older and more 
capable was reflected in the responses of some workers. These workers saw that 
holding rights becomes more feasible over time, citing the young person’s improving 
capacity to make informed decisions and to locate their own supports. 
HACC front-line workers tended to conceive of the rights of young people with a 
disability as encapsulated in ‘choice’ or ‘freedom of choice’ regarding activities 
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undertaken. A dual-level conception was common where rights regarding overall case 
planning and service engagement were held by parents or guardians, with limited and 
uncontroversial rights to self-determination around specific day-to-day activities 
located with service users. This duality was also very evident in the responses of 
AMFT workers where certain process rights of young people as individual service 
users were strongly asserted, while all other rights short of statutory intervention for 
abuse, were seen as located with parents.  
 
The ‘interests’ position 
 
In contrast, an ‘interests’ conception of rights sees young people as having the same 
rights, regardless of age, maturity, skills or other individual variables. The inability to 
claim rights does not diminish the holding of the rights, and by implication requires 
action by others for the rights to be claimed. For example, one SAAP worker 
indicated that young people should have the right to access the service even if they 
were mentally ill. From this position, the rights of young people are realised through 
the advocacy and intervention of others, sometimes, but not necessarily, with a legal 
basis. An interests conception was embodied in some workers’ interpretations of the 
concept of ‘best interests’, as illustrated in this quotation from an AMFT worker: 
 
What is best for the child! Often the kid gets involved in the parents’ power 
struggle rather than the child has the right to see both parents. And this is 
about what the child’s rights are, not what yours are because that is your kid. 
I ask questions, which lets them see that the child has rights, that it is not only 
the parents having rights. (AMFT worker) 
 
An interests approach was more common in relationally oriented service contexts, 
where it was seen by workers that the rights of various parties needed to be balanced, 
that the opportunity for young people to have equal voice was limited, and that this 
necessitated a delicate form of support and assertiveness from the worker. Mandatory 
reporting of abuse of children and various other legal protections reflect an interests 
perspective, and provided workers with a basis for particular interventions. 
 
The ‘communicative’ position 
 
This perspective saw rights, other than those legally defined, as realised through 
various communicative processes and partnerships. Service user rights were often 
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presented as negotiated and realised through mechanisms such as residents’ meetings, 
or personal conversation. This approach was mainly found in the accounts of workers 
from models of service delivery that simultaneously involved multiple clients, and 
were not crisis-oriented, such as externally supported medium-term accommodation 
services and relationally oriented services.  
 
The ‘radical’ position 
 
This perspective saw rights as realised through collective processes external to the 
agency. Such processes are necessary to recognise and respond to the lack of social 
and economic rights held by marginalised young people, who are seen as being in 
highly unjust circumstances47. For workers with this conception of rights, the 
principle orientation of service delivery is to attempt, usually unsuccessfully, to 
facilitate young people’s access to social resources. For example, a worker in an 
externally supported medium-term SAAP service conceptualised the aims of their 
service delivery as embodying social citizenship, and collective participation in social 
change processes: 
 
To support young people to obtain independent living skills. To afford 
practical support to access rights with respect to income and education, 
training. To support young people in coming to terms with their history, 
whether family history or other abuse history they might have … The main 
objective is to, obviously, enable them to survive … At the same time, to have 
networks happening where young people can be included in order to respond 
to government policy and to enable them to become voices that may be heard 
in society in order to change some of the things that are going on. (SAAP 
medium-term worker) 
 
The ‘coercive’ position 
 
From this perspective rights, if afforded at all, were located within a strongly defined 
set of laws, rules and individual responsibilities, where obedience and conformity 
were prioritised, or seen as necessary in the particular practice setting. Worker-
centered, organisation-centered, and parent-centred versions of this approach were 
evident, each viewing young people as needing control and/or guidance from a 
different source. Rights were located with other parties rather than with the young 
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 An outline of the features of radical models of youth work used in defining this category can be 
found in Cooper and White (1994, pp. 33-35).  
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service user. The following extract is from a female shelter worker who saw rights as 
privileges that accompany adult-like behaviour: 
 
I think that young people need boundaries. I think that they appreciate that in 
the long run. I think that any form of tantrum throwing needs to be nipped in 
the bud and I’ll do that over and above anybody else. I mean my first day I 
evicted somebody: ‘You! Out! Now! Go!’ and it caused a lot of shit actually. 
But no I’ll do it, I’ll use it every time: ‘If you want to come back, then we’ll 
renegotiate your behaviour’. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
Workers accounts reflected a mix of approaches to rights  
 
It was common for workers to make statements reflecting a number of the above 
perspectives. For example, a SAAP refuge worker had a radical conception of rights 
in respect to young people’s relationship to other services, and their correlative right 
to advocacy support from that worker, but a coercive approach in respect to SUR in 
relation to that worker’s service. 
A number of other workers had both a liberal individualist, and interests 
conception of rights. They saw that young people had rights regardless of whether 
they claimed them or not, and yet also saw it as a task of service delivery to get young 
people to the point where they were ‘rights aware’ individuals, and able to claim their 
rights. This perspective saw young people from an interests point of view, but saw the 
family and institutional contexts of young people’s lives as operating on the basis of a 
power theory of rights.  
Workers also used different conceptions of rights in relation to different clients. 
For example, in overall case management, HACC and AMFT workers tended to have 
a liberal individualist view of parents’ rights, and a coercive view of young people’s 
rights. At the same time, they had a liberal individualist perspective about young 
people in relation to everyday decisions and decisions seen by parents to be 
uncontroversial. The term ‘family’ was often used as a synonym for ‘parents’, 
apparently muting potential conflicts of interests between parents and young people. 
These workers in particular practiced in contexts where defining an unambiguous 
individual client was not possible. 
 
And one of the difficulties I’m facing is that who is the consumer? Is the 
consumer the young person with the disability or is it the family, so whose 
needs am I supposed to meet, the young person’s or the family’s? And I 
suppose it’s almost like a customer thing; the families are always right — if 
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they’ve got grievances or complaints, we endeavour to listen and respond to 
those. (HACC worker)  
 
While all workers gave responses that were to some extent underpinned by the 
liberal individualist assumptions of individual choice and capacity, the overall 
impression is of workers’ conceptions being both varied in their type, and varied in 
the way they were incorporated into the workers’ view of particular aspects of service 
delivery. As demonstrated in previous chapters, ‘big ideas’, such as SUR, are often 
not clearly or unambiguously defined. They may have a variety of meanings 
embedded both within the program or organisational logic, as well as substantial 
variation in meaning in the world beyond front-line practice. They are embedded at 
the level of front-line practice alongside pre-existing values and ideas derived from 
the institutional environment, from professional constructs, and from the general life 
views and assumptions of the particular workers about service users and their statuses. 
The data suggests that this variability in conceptions of rights at the front line has 
the effect of locating primary responsibility for the promotion of service user rights on 
either the service users themselves, or the environment external to the service. 
 
Workers tend to emphasise negative rather than positive rights 
 
Workers differed in the relative emphasis they gave to negative and positive rights. 
Positive rights are those which indicate a right of the user to receive particular goods 
or services, and so place the service provider in a proactive role, where they provide 
particular supports or resources. Negative rights are those that confer on service users 
autonomy or freedoms, and require the service provider to not act in order not to 
impede their realisation. Consistent with a liberal individualist conception of rights, 
most workers emphasised negative rights, namely the rights of service users to 
choose, to speak and have their own view, to have confidentiality maintained, to 
refuse intervention, and to make a complaint. Some workers, particularly those in 
communal service settings, saw as important the rights to be free from interference 
from other service users. This emphasis on negative rights appears to be extended by 
workers in service settings based on a communal model to a duty on the part of 
services and their workers to take the action necessary to protect service users from 
each other. An illustration of this comes from a refuge worker speaking of the initial 
intake process: 
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One of the first statements is that everyone has the right to feel safe while they 
are staying here, and that all residents are to treat others the way that they 
expect to be treated themselves: no threat of violence will be tolerated. So it’s 
laid out right from the beginning they have the right to be here and they have 
the right to feel safe here and if that’s being violated then we’d know about it. 
(SAAP refuge worker) 
  
The conceptualisation of rights as positive was far less common. One refuge 
worker spoke of the right of young service users to ‘learn and develop’, while other 
workers spoke of young people’s right to safety in a way that created responsibilities 
for proactive service provision, and the right to ‘good service’. However, the overall 
picture is that workers do not generally emphasise rights for young service users in 
ways which link rights to specific forms of service provision. This emphasis on 
negative rights by workers largely reflects the way SUR was conceptualised in the 
sampled programs.  
 
Strength of commitment to SUR 
 
The strength of commitment by workers to rights-as-entitlements was investigated by 
examining both questionnaire and interview responses. As indicated in Table 7.1 and 
other subsequent data, respondent workers generally indicated a strong level of 
support for SUR as entitlements when asked directly about this. However, 
examination of the worker’s verbal responses to the wide range of other interview 
questions reveals far greater variability in the strength of this support. The criteria for 
judging the strength of worker commitment to service user rights-as-entitlements 
were: 
• the extent to which workers saw SUR as relevant to their setting and as applying 
to young service users;  
• the importance attached to ‘claiming rights’ — indicated by an explicit approach 
to rights in dealings with user, and a clear recognition of processes for users to 
claim rights; 
• workers’ preference for non-entitlement approaches to rights, such as practice 
principles; 
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• the extent and scope of conditions on rights — to what extent was there something 
to claim? For example rights may not be claimable when reconstructed as 
responsibilities.  
Considering SUR in absolute terms, with little room for discretion and few 
limitations, was seen to be evidence of a strong commitment to SUR. Considering 
SUR as desirable, preferred or ideal was seen to be evidence of a moderate 
commitment — that is, when rights were expressed in aspirational terms, or as one of 
a number of valid considerations. Considering SUR as largely irrelevant, problematic, 
or as not usefully claimed was seen to be evidence of a weak commitment. Some 
questions had particular relevance to workers’ orientation to SUR generally, while 
others indicated the strength of commitment to a particular right. 
Overall, workers generally did not conceptualise SUR as entitlements to be 
claimed. Of the 23 workers, 13 were judged to have a weak commitment to SUR as 
entitlements. Three workers were judged to have a strong level of commitment, and 7 
to have a moderate commitment. Table 7.3 presents these results, together with the 
key attributes which characterised each workers conceptions of SUR. 
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Table 7.3 Strength of worker commitment to SUR as entitlements 
 
Service48 Worker 
commitment 
Worker conceptions Service 
commitment 
1  AMFT  Weak Rights-as-entitlements not relevant to practice setting. 
Rights as principles but not well defined. 
Strong 
2  AMFT Weak Not relevant to practice setting. Strong 
3  AMFT Weak Emphasis on responsibilities. Users have to self-claim. Moderate 
4  AMFT Weak Seen as problematic. Emphasis on rights of other parties.  Weak 
5  HACC Weak Not relevant, as only concerned with following clients’ 
wishes. Difficulties referred to family. 
Strong 
6  HACC Weak Orientation to family. Young people don’t have any rights. Strong 
7  HACC Weak Emphasis on rights of other parties. Strong 
8  HACC Strong Committed to synergy of action and words. Claiming rights 
important.  
Strong 
9  SAAP-M Weak Not explicit. Rights as responsibilities and general principles 
such as respect.  
Moderate 
10 SAAP-
ME 
Strong Entitlements-oriented, though qualified by context. Strong 
11 SAAP- 
M 
Weak Principles approach which is worker-centered.  Strong 
12 SAAP-M Moderate Emphasis on supported interactive process rather than 
entitlement. Strong commitment to organisational policies. 
Strong 
13 SAAP-M Moderate Emphasis on striking the balance between freedom and 
limits. Explicit. Rights applied literally are problematic in 
communal context. 
Moderate 
14 SAAP-O Moderate Strong regarding rights external to service. Not explicit. 
Acknowledges right to complain. 
Weak 
15 SAAP-O Weak Not very relevant to practice setting. Principles approach. Moderate 
16 SAAP-R Weak Rights aspirational. Principles approach. Lots of factors to 
consider. ‘Nothing is black and white.’  
Moderate 
17 SAAP-R Weak Rights equal privileges. Rights not very relevant to young 
people’s complex life situation. While complaint-making 
supported, worker has very discretionary view of practice. 
Moderate 
18 SAAP-R Weak Rights as part of contracted relationship. Rights aspirational 
while responsibilities enforceable. Rights-as-entitlement 
seen as ‘an attitude that someone owes them’. 
Weak 
19 SAAP-R Moderate Rights embedded in practice principles. About justice. 
Strong support for organisational positions but model of 
service and maturity limits entitlement orientation. 
Strong 
20 YHPP Moderate-
Strong 
Rights framed as entitlements to service of a minimum 
standard. Implicit worker-centred principles approach. 
Moderate 
21 YHPP Moderate Strong as integrated principles but not as entitlements. Not 
explicit because of parents. Suggests SUR never tested.  
Strong 
22 YHPP Weak Rights not very relevant to practice setting. Framed as 
expectations/principles, but not claimable. Not explicit. 
Weak 
23 YHPP Moderate SUR interpreted as rights-oriented generalised principles. 
Strong support for duty of care policies. SUR not explicit. 
SUR can create problems as young people ‘get it wrong’. 
Strong 
                                                 
48
 SAAP-M signifies worker located in a medium-term accommodation SAAP service; SAAP-ME 
signifies located in externally supported medium-term accommodation SAAP service; SAAP-O 
signifies located in SAAP outreach and support service; SAAP-R signifies located in a SAAP refuge. 
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Most workers indicated less committment to SUR as entitlements than was evident 
in the documented policies of their services. This discrepancy appears to arise from 
three main sources. First, worker conceptions that SUR were not particularly relevant 
to their practice setting. Second, workers tended to see rights as responsibilities, 
expectations or aspirations, rather than as entitlements. Third, many workers saw 
rights as largely held by parties other than young people, most notably parents. It 
would appear that, while policies can state commitments in categorical and seemingly 
claimable terms, workers see SUR from the vantage point of their practice location 
and in relationship to other norms and expectations that are central to this location.  
In only two cases did workers indicate a higher level of commitment than their 
organisations. In one case the worker was clearly in conflict with what they saw as an 
organisation that did not respect young people’s rights, and in the other case the 
worker subscribed to their coordinator’s more positive approach to SUR, rather than 
the organisational-level policies which technically governed their practice.  
 
Adoption of rights terminology   
 
The level to which front-line workers have adopted rights terminology was also 
considered an important indicator of their comfort with, and application of, the SUR 
agenda. Workers were asked a series of questions regarding their use of the term 
‘rights’ and any terminology for a cluster of rights, in this study referred to generically 
as SUR. Specifically workers were asked: 
• if the term ‘rights’ was one that they used as a practitioner; 
• if yes, in what contexts;  
• for the terminology used in the service to describe ‘user or consumer rights’ (a 
series of options were offered);  
• for their own preferences regarding terminology; and  
• for the terminology they used with clients.    
Most workers indicated that ‘rights’ was a term they used as a practitioner. This 
very broad initial sweep indicated that about a third of workers did not identify with 
the terminology of rights at all. Where workers did indicate they used the term as a 
practitioner, they generally had either a pervasive ambivalence towards it, or applied 
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substantial conditions on its place in their practice. For example, a worker who 
indicated they did use the term ‘rights’ qualified this by saying they took: 
 
a common sense approach … that means that we all know that we have our 
rights, and what they are, but we don’t shove them down people’s throats. 
(HACC worker) 
 
Some workers indicated that they only used the term ‘rights’ in the context of 
young people’s situation external to their service. These were all SAAP workers who 
equated SUR with the external advocacy support they undertook for young people 
using crisis accommodation and support services. 
 
I guess I use the word ‘rights’. When it’s used Centrelink seems to come up a 
lot. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
Where workers indicated that they used the term ‘rights’ to refer to aspects of the 
service users’ relationship to their own service, this was often in a very limited way, 
such as being used only for a small number of specific rights, e.g. those relating to 
confidentiality, or voluntary involvement. Only a few workers indicated that they used 
rights terminology in both external-to-service, and internal-to-service contexts.  
Table 7.4 reports worker responses to the series of questions on rights terminology. 
A range of response options was offered, together with the opportunity to nominate 
other terms. The table reveals a number of themes. The first is that while there was a 
diversity of terms reported as used in services and preferred by workers, the most 
common approaches were to use the term ‘client rights’, or to not use any term at all. 
About a third of the sampled workers indicated each of these options. Terms such as 
‘user rights’ and ‘consumer rights’, which had been used in the SAAP and HACC 
programs respectively, were rarely used at the front line.  
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Table 7.4 Rights terminology used by service and worker 
 
Rights terminology used Term used in 
service 
Term preferred 
by worker 
Term used with 
service users 
Cluster of rights 
    ‘User rights’ 
 
– 
 
– 
 
1 
    ‘Consumer rights’ 1 1 – 
    ‘Client rights’ 7 9 – 
    ‘Residents rights’ 1 2 2 
    ‘Young peoples’ rights’ – 2 – 
    Combination of above 2 3 1 
    Other 1    – – 
Specific rights only 4 – 14 
No term for rights 7 6 5 
Total using term for 
cluster of rights 
12 17 4 
Total cases 23 23 23 
 
The second theme is that about half the workers indicated that a term that referred 
to a cluster of rights, such as ‘consumer rights’, ‘client rights’, or ‘residents rights’, 
was used in the service. This perceived usage is lower than the found in analysis of 
service documentation, where 17 services used a term for a collection of rights (as 
reported in Chapter 6). Overall there was considerable variability between the terms 
workers indicated as being used in the service, and the terms used in documents 
outlining policies for their services. This difference may indicate a lack of awareness 
by some workers of organisational policies under which the service operated, or it 
may indicate that the service in its operation, and as experienced by the worker, used a 
different approach from that presented in its formal policies and documentation. 
The third theme is the substantial shift when workers indicated the terminology 
they used in their practice with service users, with more than half using only terms 
associated with specific rights. Only a few workers used a term referring to a cluster 
of rights. This data supports the finding that the use of a conception of SUR as a 
phenomenon in its own right, comprised of a plurality of rights, diminished as it 
approached front-line application. While most services used a notion of a cluster of 
SUR in their documentation, fewer workers indicated that such a term was used in the 
service, and fewer still used one of these in their direct practice. The clear tendency 
was for workers to particularise the concept of rights in practice, referring only to 
those specific rights relevant to their model of service delivery, or for a particular 
practice situation. Confidentiality, and the right to make a complaint, were commonly 
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cited in this way. No workers indicated ‘client rights’ as a preferred term for use with 
service users. Workers who personally preferred the term ‘client rights’ all indicated 
that they referred to specific rights in direct practice.  
Analysis of the qualitative data shows that many of the workers who indicated they 
referred to specific rights did so without using the term ‘right’ with service users. For 
example, three workers from relationally oriented services who used the term ‘right’ 
indicated that they did not use it with the parents of young people, and two of these 
three did not use the term with any clients, including young people. These workers 
indicated that negative consequences flow on from young people using the term 
‘right’ with their parents: 
 
Lots of young people now have this rights terminology down pat, and they go and 
tell their parents their rights, so I don’t use the word when I deal with young 
people. (YHPP worker) 
 
I find the ‘rights’ word hard and difficult to retrieve. It’s difficult to work with 
somebody, this is my personal opinion, who is ‘it’s my right’ to do this. It’s 
probably easier to work with them in some ways, to deliver, but my interaction 
with younger people … it’s not particularly useful if they adopt that term, and 
particularly go back to their parents with it ... hung, drawn, and quartered! 
(YHPP worker) 
 
This notion of being ‘hard to retrieve’ matches the data from other respondent 
workers who indicated they saw ‘rights’ as a form of jargon, or ‘just terminology’, 
and thus not central to their own conceptions of practice. For these workers, ‘rights’ 
was a terminology required of them, but not one they identified with: 
 
I’m doing a submission to [a government department] at the moment for 
getting a travel pack organised for young people who are disadvantaged and 
we’ll use that, we’ll use that kind of jargon if it’s telling them what they want 
to hear so that they feel oh gee we’re wonderful, we’ll do this, we’re doing 
something. (SAAP shelter worker) 
 
Only a few workers, all support workers from medium-term SAAP services, 
indicated that they used ‘rights’ terminology with services users in an explicit, regular 
and comfortable way. It is consistent with the data that the relative low intensity of the 
medium term model of service delivery, combined with its individualised and 
externalised focus, rendered it amenable to the application of rights language.  
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There was some correlation between worker approaches to rights terminology, and 
the program and model of service location. For example, three of the four AMFT 
workers indicated that they did not use rights terminology with service users, or if 
they did, it was in the form of reference to a specific right, such as the right to leave a 
session, or the right to voluntary involvement. It appears that for AMFT workers, 
specific references to rights were used as a tool for asserting individual autonomy, but 
were seen as problematic in family contexts. No YHPP workers indicated that they 
used ‘rights’ terminology with young people, preferring terms such ‘entitlements’, 
‘expectations’, and ‘worker responsibilities’. As with AMFT workers, ‘rights’ was 
seen as jargon, and counterproductive when used by young people in their family 
context, or in worker communications with parents. Only three of eight SAAP 
workers indicated that it was a term they used comfortably with clients. A number of 
the refuge workers were quite unsure in their responses, conveying the impression that 
the use of rights terminology was a subject of little consideration. 
HACC workers indicated that rights meant either choice, or created negative 
reactions when made explicit. Two of these workers saw rights terminology as 
inherently adversarial, making sense only when the interests of particular parties 
needed to be made clear. 
Workers generally did not use SUR terminology as a construct in its own right. If 
they did, they were most comfortable with a professionally constructed notion of 
clients rights, or preferred to think of rights as specific, each right having its own 
particular meaning and application within the service delivery context. A significant 
minority of workers preferred not to use the construct of ‘right’ at all. Program terms, 
such as ‘user rights’ in SAAP, and ‘consumer rights’ in HACC were not adopted, or 
seen as desirable for use by front-line workers.  
 
Considering Proposition 3 
 
Proposition 3 suggested that: 
 
Though front-line workers espouse support for service users having rights-as-
entitlements, their conceptions of service user rights are varied, and generally 
not consistent with this. 
 
This proposition is generally supported by the data. Overall, half the workers were 
found to have a conception of rights consistent with service users having claims 
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against the workers’ service, that is, as entitlements. The remaining workers had 
conceptions of SUR that were either more generalised, externalised (that is, as related 
to the service users’ engagement with other agencies), or which were limited to 
welfare practice principles applied within a casework context. The workers were 
found to make a diversity of explicit and implicit assumptions on how these rights, 
variously defined, were realised.  
SUR predominantly exist as values that have been interpreted in a particular 
fashion by particular workers in particular settings. The strength of commitment to 
rights-as-entitlements is weaker in front-line workers than it is in the policies under 
which they operate. Indeed the closer service users get to front-line practice, the more 
they seem to wane as enforceable claims. Even workers who strongly endorsed rights-
as-entitlements in their verbal responses usually indicated that this concept needed 
substantial qualification in practice. Thus there was both a strong espoused support for 
the idea of ‘rights for users’ and a lesser commitment to these same rights in practice. 
One indicator of this weaker commitment is the limited place that rights terminology 
had for the respondent workers. 
 
Conclusion 
 
It is concluded that whilst SUR statements were clearly supported by these front-line 
workers, SUR in respect of their practice setting were conceptualised in a variety of 
ways that were not generally consistent with rights-as-entitlements. Further rights-talk 
was generally not adopted for explicit use in everyday practice due to a combination 
of factors, including the lack of utility this was seen to have in interacting with people 
associated with young service users.  
The relevance of these findings to the thesis is considerable. Program logic related 
to the way front-line practice is undertaken, may be understood in a wide variety of 
ways. Some of this variability may be contained in the logic itself. However, it is also 
clear that workers see the context of the front line as quite different to the context that 
produces what they perceive as program or organisational requirements. High-status 
human service constructs, such as ‘rights’, are seen as inherently worthy on one hand, 
and limited in front-line utility on the other. The data supports the conclusion that 
ceremonial conformity to the ‘idea’ of SUR was often not accompanied by 
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conceptions consistent with rights-as-entitlements as applied to workers themselves 
and the services where they worked.  
What then did front-line workers do with the SUR ideals and requirements 
embedded in the policies of their organisations and the programs that funded them? 
The following chapter presents data about the way front-line workers understood the 
link between SUR and their practice.  
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Chapter 8 
 
Front-line approaches to practice in relation to 
service user rights  
 
Chapter 8 assesses the extent to which these workers’ actual approaches to practice 
were SUR-oriented, as opposed to their conceptions of rights. This provides a basis 
for the consideration in Chapter 9 of the factors that conditioned workers approaches 
to front-line practice around SUR. The data for this chapter was read in terms of the 
following proposition: 
 
Proposition 4 
 
Front-line workers generally approach SUR practice in a way that 
undermines the prospect of these rights being claimed.  
 
After detailing the data sources the chapter draws on, the extent and features of rights-
oriented and rights-undermining approaches to practice are examined.  
 
Data utilised  
 
Within the interviews, three mechanisms were employed to elicit data on workers’ 
practice experiences and preferred approaches. These were: 
• the posing of questions around three set scenarios, each written to relate to a 
specific service user right; 
• probing for practice worries that practitioners had experienced in relation to these 
same specific rights;  
• assessing the impact of various factors identified in Chapter 3 on workers’ SUR 
practice.  
Data in relation to three specific rights was gathered at different points in the 
interview. These were the rights of young people to confidentiality, to involvement in 
case planning, and to make a complaint about the service. In this way, the interview 
allowed for the respondent workers to revisit, amend, or build on the interface 
between their practice and SUR. At numerous points in the interview, workers were 
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asked to give examples from their experience, and other references by workers to their 
direct experiences were encouraged. 
 
The scenarios 
 
As outlined in Chapter 4, workers were asked how they would respond, in their role 
as a front-line worker, to hypothetical situations involving SUR. They were also asked 
questions about what they would consider when responding, how their responses 
would differ if the young person was 13 or 18 years old, and what the service would 
expect of them. The rights to which the scenarios were intended to relate were not 
explicitly identified. This allowed for analysis of whether the workers saw rights 
issues embedded in the respective scenarios, and if so, how they saw these, and for 
their conceptions of practice to be deduced.  
Each scenario was examined for the practice responses preferred by workers, the 
considerations they would take into account, the factors constraining or enabling the 
young service user to realise the right embedded in the scenario, and the impact of 
user’s age on workers’ practice. It is important to restate as an investigative value that 
constraining a right from being realised was not seen as less valid than facilitating its 
realisation. The data was then synthesised into a typology. Finally, a number of 
hypotheses were generated from the data as a precursor to theory building, which will 
be the subject of later discussion. The three scenarios were: 
 
Scenario 1: Right to access client files 
 
A 15-year-old young person you have been working with for a couple of 
months asks you whether they can see any files the service has about them.  
 
Scenario 2: The right to be heard and make a complaint 
 
A 15-year-old young person became very verbally abusive to their key worker, 
who is a full-time front-line practitioner. The worker indicates at a staff 
meeting that they are not prepared to continue working with the young person 
until they have apologised, as the young person has grossly abused their 
casework agreement. When informed of the worker’s stance, the young person 
indicates to you, another worker in the service, that the worker provoked them.  
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Scenario 3: The right to autonomy, comprising the rights to confidentiality and 
self-determination 
 
A 15-year-old young person you are working with left home one week ago 
after a series of arguments with their parents. From your discussions with the 
young person, there are no indications of statutory abuse, though there is 
significant conflict and animosity. The young person has few supports and is 
living in an unstable situation where you know there is a significant level of 
drug use. A parent of the young person rings extremely distressed and 
concerned. They seek your support in re-establishing communication between 
themselves and the young person. 
 
A model for worker approaches to SUR practice 
 
A two-axis model that provides a framework for reporting data was developed from 
analysis of responses to the scenarios. On one axis, workers were categorised as 
adopting either a ‘rights-oriented’, or a ‘rights-undermining’ approach. A worker was 
classified as rights-oriented when they indicated:   
• a service user right or rights as embedded in the situation; and 
• the right would be afforded in practice; and 
• enabling practices or processes; and/or 
• considerations that did not substantially undermine the likelihood that the right 
would be realised. For example a worker may have indicated that they would 
allow the user to access file information but not allow the to be taken away.  
A worker was classified as employing a rights-undermining approach where they: 
• did not recognise the service user right or rights embedded in the situation; or 
• indicated the right would not be afforded in practice; or  
• indicated they would try to ignore the situation; and 
• cited practices, processes, or an avoidance of these, which would render the right 
difficult to claim, or of a very limited scope; and/or 
• cited considerations that substantially undermined the likelihood that the right 
would be realised by young service users.  
Workers were not expected to be in a position to completely deliver rights-as-
entitlements. The task of this study was not to determine if the program-funded 
service delivery system extended rights-as-entitlements to service users. Rather, the 
task was to establish how the call for SUR was understood and acted on at the front 
line, and further, to appreciate the difficulties front-line practitioners faced in 
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operationalising this agenda. For this reason, the study was more interested in worker 
orientation and responsiveness to SUR not only as entitlements, but as ideas and 
principles relevant for their practice. A worker was therefore judged as rights-
oriented on the basis of their accounts of practice, even if the conditions for claiming 
rights-as-entitlements were only partially present in their service setting. 
The second axis describes the locus of intervention the worker identified in their 
accounts of practice. Workers were categorised as either taking a casework approach, 
or a service-management approach. A casework approach was where one or more of 
the following dominated the workers’ accounts: 
• intervention was made through the worker themselves. The suggested response 
was worker-centred, and was typified by use of ‘I’ in relation to the worker’s 
analyses and the interventions proposed; 
• if the worker referred to the participation of others in the intervention process, it 
was to peers rather than service management; 
• there was reference to casework practice values or principles, for instance the 
importance of trust between the worker and the client. 
Conversely a service-management approach was where one or more of the 
following dominated the workers’ accounts: 
• reference to collectively understood norms and strategies across the organisation, 
typified by workers’ use of ‘we’, ‘us’, and ‘our’ to describe their practice 
response;  
• there was reference to the dominant role of service-management or service-level 
processes in the intervention process; 
• there was reference to service-management values, such as the need for 
consistency across the organisation, or adherence to organisational policies. 
The distinction between these two loci of intervention is important to this thesis in 
terms of the different levels of discretion that each implies in the workers’ practice. 
Casework approaches are relatively higher in the discretion workers are prepared or 
allowed to use. By comparison, the appeal to service management, organisational 
policies and norms indicates that less discretion was allowed or pursued at the front 
line. Figure 8.1 below diagrammatically represents the two axes, and the resultant four 
categories of worker approach. Workers were classified according the approach most 
dominant in their response to a particular scenario. These classifications are to some 
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extent normative judgements, and relied on the consistent application of the above 
iteratively generated criteria across the cases.  
 
Figure 8.1  Front-line worker approaches to SUR 
 
Rights-oriented practice 
 
 Rights-oriented   Rights-oriented 
 casework approach    service-management approach 
          
          
     Casework                  Service management 
      intervention       intervention 
  
  
 Rights-undermining   Rights-undermining 
 casework approach  service-management approach 
 
 
Rights-undermining practice 
 
This model allows for the general location of particular workers’ approaches in 
terms of compatibility with the operationalisation of SUR, and with the locus of 
intervention they preferred. It was apparent that not all workers’ responses equated to 
active intervention at one of these two levels. Some responses involved workers 
avoiding or being reluctant to make, or nominate an intervention. In the absence of 
other disconfirming data, such acts of omission almost always had the effect of 
undermining the affording of service user rights. Such responses indicated the 
difficulties front-line workers could experience in locating rights logic in their 
practice.  
 
Variable approaches to rights practice 
 
Figure 8.2 below plots the aggregated worker responses to the three scenarios, 
according to their program location. A total of 69 responses to the scenarios were 
analysed. In half the instances, workers took a rights-oriented approach, and these 
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were split evenly between preferences for intervention at the service-management and 
casework levels. In the other half, workers took an approach that was judged as rights-
undermining, and in two-thirds of these, intervention was at the casework level. (See 
Appendix I for a table displaying the responses of each worker.)     
 
Figure 8.2 Worker responses to the scenarios by approach taken   
 
  
 Rights-oriented   Rights-oriented 
 casework approach    service-management approach 
   
  n=17     n=18       
 12 SAAP, 3 AMFT, 2 YHPP  2 HACC, 10 SAAP, 1 AMFT, 5 YHPP      
 
                    
             
    
 Rights-undermining   Rights-undermining 
 casework approach  service-management approach 
   
  n=23     n=11 
 5 HACC, 8 SAAP, 8 AMFT, 2 YHPP 5 HACC, 3 SAAP, 3 YHPP 
 
 
Most workers were not consistent in their approach across the various scenarios. 
Only a few workers adopted rights-oriented approaches to all scenarios, these being 
two SAAP outreach workers, one SAAP externally supported medium-term 
accommodation worker, and one YHPP youth and family worker. The analysis in 
Chapter 9 indicates that the model of service delivery in which these workers operated 
made rights-oriented practice more feasible. Conversely, a few workers, all located in 
HACC services, adopted rights-undermining approaches to all scenarios. In Chapter 9 
this is discussed as largely resulting from the construction of dependency that workers 
applied to young people with disabilities.  
Casework approaches were preferred in more than half the scenario responses, and 
more than half of all workers took a casework approach to at least two of the three 
scenarios. This supports the view that many front-line workers do not think about 
SUR-related issues from an organisational policy perspective. A smaller number of 
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responses prioritised service-management-level responses, these being most evident in 
responses from workers who had some previous, or continuing experience in a 
coordination role. It was not uncommon for the respondent front-line workers to have 
had some such experience, either as a consequence of the relatively small number of 
staff in the service, or the role they played as a worker in coordinating particular sub-
elements or projects within the service, such as the coordination of volunteers (e.g. 
families providing respite), or of casual staff working in their particular area of 
responsibility. Such workers spoke of the organisational or service position on 
specific issues, and were more likely to include a role for management in their 
practice responses.  
Program-level trends were also evident. The level of rights-oriented responses to 
scenarios by workers from SAAP (64%) and YHPP services (58%) were clearly 
higher than those from AMFT services (33%) and HACC (17%). While the figures 
for SAAP and AMFT broadly reflect the level of program-level commitment to SUR, 
the figures for YHPP and HACC workers are not. While this does not preclude the 
influence of program-level policies on workers, it does suggest that other factors 
influence front-line practice in these services. The variety of factors that mediated 
workers’ approaches is examined in Chapter 9. 
It is clear that workers’ approaches to different rights were variable, apparently for 
a number of reasons. First, the rights to access file information, have a complaint 
heard, and be afforded autonomy relate to very different aspects of service delivery. 
Second, workers demonstrated a variable capacity to recognise different rights as 
embedded in practice situations. Third, the different contexts of workers’ practice 
meant that they viewed what seemed like the same ‘right’ from very different vantage 
points. 
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Figure 8.3 Worker approaches to different rights embedded in the scenarios   
  
 Rights-oriented   Rights-oriented 
 casework approach    service-management approach 
      
 Right to access files n=4   Right to access files n=10   
 Right to complain    n=0   Right to complain    n=8 
 Right to autonomy   n= 13   Right to autonomy   n=0 
 
                    
             
    
 Rights-undermining   Rights-undermining 
 casework approach  service-management approach 
    
 Right to access files n=4   Right to access files n=5 
 Right to complain    n=10   Right to complain    n=5 
 Right to autonomy   n=9   Right to autonomy   n=1 
 
The right to autonomy, which incorporates in Scenario 3 the rights to 
confidentiality and self-determination, was virtually always responded to from the 
casework level. Front-line workers clearly saw they had the discretion to respond to 
questions of client autonomy without resort to service-management processes. Almost 
all service-management-approach responses related to Scenario 1 (the right to access 
personal information held), and Scenario 2 (the right to complain). The distinctiveness 
of these management-level practices was that workers were keenly aware of their 
organisation’s policy and interests, or considered referral to, and intervention by 
service management to be the main intervention response. These interventions were 
often intermingled with casework-level responses, and these categories should be seen 
as interrelated, rather than mutually exclusive.  
A range of themes were identified, initially from the worker responses to the 
scenarios, and examined in the light of other interview data. The discussion of these 
themes below first canvasses rights-oriented approaches, then rights-undermining 
approaches.  
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Rights-oriented casework approaches to practice 
 
The themes that emerged from the data as typifying a rights-oriented casework 
approach were: 
• The young service user was recognised as an individual client, and thus afforded 
the status of a rights-holder.  
• A proactive approach was taken to rights realisation, rather than considering it was 
the service users’ responsibility to claim their rights. 
• An explicit approach was taken to rights realisation at a point when it was 
necessary to protect a right considered a ‘bottom line’, or when it was felt by the 
worker to be necessary to maximise realisation, or minimise the extent of a 
breach.  
• Affording a service user right occurred when this complemented other practice 
considerations. 
• Rights-oriented practice required a clear situational understanding by workers.  
No workers demonstrated all these themes across their accounts of practice. As 
illustrated in the following case, of one of the few workers who took a rights-
affording approach to all scenarios, adoption of these characteristics was partial at 
best.  
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Rights-oriented practice: a SAAP worker’s responses to the scenarios  
 
This worker is located in an externally supported medium-term accommodation and 
outreach SAAP service. Their role was to support young people in developing 
independent living skills, and facilitate their access to practical resources. The service 
had an explicit and clear commitment to SUR. This worker took what was judged to 
be a rights-oriented service-management approach to the first two scenarios and a 
rights-oriented casework approach to the third. The worker saw it as ‘absolutely fine’ 
for young clients of 13, 15 or 18 years of age to access the personal file held on them, 
the only issues relating to how they could provide the best conditions for the young 
person to digest the file’s contents.  
In relation to the second scenario, where a worker refuses to work with a young 
person who is verbally abusive, and the young person says they were provoked, the 
response was that this constitutes ‘bad’ practice by the worker. Only one of the rights 
considerations embedded in the scenario was affirmed, that of the young person’s 
right to be heard, while no mention was made of the user’s right to complain. For this 
worker, the issue was one of appropriate service standards, and the practice solution 
proposed was to attempt to mediate between the parties, and assert the service 
standards expected on both the worker and the client. This was judged as reflecting a 
service-management approach. Again the age of the young person made no 
difference. 
In the third scenario, which concerned the parental query regarding the young 
client in an unstable living situation, the worker prioritised the safety of the young 
person. They indicated they would ensure the young person got to a youth refuge, or 
other safe option such as with relatives or friends. They would then initiate a 
communicative process with the goal of problem solving . The young person was not 
afforded an unfettered right to self-determination, though they indicated young 
peoples’ consent for worker actions was very important, and that they negotiated this 
on a situation-by-situation basis. The right of the young person to confidentiality of 
whereabouts was respected as a bottom line, after empathetic and communicative 
attempts to foster contact between the young person and the parents failed. If the 
young person was 13 years old, then referral to the State welfare authority was seen as 
potentially required. 
 
 
This case illustrates a pervasive theme from the 23 cases. Even for workers who 
are relatively rights-oriented, practice was not without substantial complexity arising 
from the practice situation, and the potential multiplicity of SUR issues. There were 
many possibilities as the intervention process proceeded, each with implications for 
the realisation or undermining of particular rights. It was commonplace, as in the 
above case, for workers to adopt rights-oriented practice in relation to some elements 
of the scenario, but not others, as they juggled different considerations. 
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Individuation of the young person 
 
A rights-oriented casework approach involved the young service user being engaged 
as, or having become through the service intake process as, a distinct ‘client’. In these 
situations the young person was at the centre of a casework process. The identity and 
rights of the young person were not subsumed into a broader focus on ‘the family’, or 
‘the residents’, even though there may be challenges arising from multiple clients or 
parties. Where the family was a target of intervention, as in family reconciliation 
services, a rights-oriented approach meant that all family members were afforded the 
status of being individual clients. The mechanism for affording the young person 
rights was through a clear attempt to gain informed consent when intervention would 
otherwise compromise the young person’s autonomy. 
Such individuation was sometimes extremely difficult for workers to sustain, 
and had the effect of complicating their capacity to afford SUR, as illustrated in the 
following extract. 
 
A young couple is always a dodgy one too.  
 
Interviewer: How is that dodgy?   
 
Because you may be working with a young couple, they may split up, but 
they’re both individually your clients. Okay, so you’re going to see him and he 
goes ‘she did this to me and she did that to me’. And you go and see her and 
she says, ‘he bashed me. I want to get …!’. You know what I mean?   Then you 
go to all this trouble to do all this work on them, and the next time you go back 
they’re back together. I mean you’re treading a fine line there. (SAAP 
Outreach Worker)  
 
A proactive approach to SUR realisation  
 
The operationalisation of SUR required the use of proactive casework strategies by 
workers. Such strategies both communicated that a right existed, and involved specific 
strategies to make its realisation possible in everyday practice. In relation to the right 
of users to access personal information held about them (Scenario 1), the few workers 
who took a rights-oriented casework approach referred to a number of practices and 
considerations which, in part, would enable this right to be realised. These are detailed 
in Table 8.1 below, together with the factors workers were mindful of, as indicated by 
these practices. While some of these practice strategies may have been 
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organisationally generated and sanctioned, workers spoke of them as if they were part 
of their personal everyday casework, and over which they had significant discretion. 
 
Table 8.1  Practices facilitating the right to access personal files 
 
Practices Factors workers were mindful of 
A strong positive response to requests 
(‘absolutely, come and take a look’).  
The tone of responses to rights-related 
queries. 
Using a separate page for each meeting 
means material not from a particular client 
can easily be distinguished in the file (in a 
service where a single case involves 
meetings with multiple individuals).  
Strategies for structuring files so that 
confidentiality issues associated with 
multiple clients and confidences do not 
preclude access to client-related 
material. 
Photocopy or photograph information and 
give to service user. 
 
Being willing to and having strategies 
forsharing information mean it is clear 
and easy for worker to do so. 
Provide access at any time. The need for an immediate response.  
Orientation by the worker to what is in the 
file together with an understanding of it. 
Familiarity with content reduces worker 
fear of disclosure. 
Private space for user when looking at 
material. 
Correlative importance of privacy to the 
service user. 
Give young person options for active 
support when looking at file. This may 
include reading it for them, ‘going through 
it with them’, assistance to understand 
what is in it, assistance to find information 
they have a particular interest in, being 
available to talk through anything they had 
problem with.  
The need for empathetic and active 
support if the right is to be realised in 
practice. 
 
While some of the above strategies may be more applicable and achievable in 
some practice contexts than others, the general picture to emerge is that a rights-
oriented approach was facilitated by an explicit approach to the realisation of a 
particular SUR, accompanied by a positive approach by the worker that proactively 
assisted young users to achieve access to the information they were seeking in a 
timely and supported way. 
 
Rights explicitly invoked at a ‘critical’ point in practice  
 
As reported in Chapter 7, the great majority of workers did not want to be explicit 
about SUR in their interactions with clients, citing potential negative repercussions. 
Rather, they preferred to use terms relating to particular rights seen as relevant in 
particular situations. Further rights were seen as relevant amongst a complexity of 
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other considerations. Within this conditionality, rights-oriented practice responses to 
the scenarios were typified by the worker’s preparedness to shift from intervention 
based simply on the application of worker-centred practice principles, to an explicit 
rights-oriented mode. This capacity to ‘shift gear’ involved the worker being able to 
name the practice situation as having a rights component at some point in the practice 
process, and consider this as sufficiently important in their response strategy. This 
essentially strategic aspect to rights-oriented practice took a number of forms as 
outlined below.  
 
Rights protected as ‘bottom lines’  
 
Front-line workers did not generally approach practice with an understanding of 
rights-as-entitlements. Even workers explicitly supporting SUR indicated that, in their 
practice, these couldn’t usually be simply asserted or realised. At best, service user 
rights operated as ‘bottom lines’, where the worker had a number of non-negotiable 
positions protecting certain rights, in certain circumstances. For example, responses to 
the request by parents for information on a young client saw many workers very keen 
to foster contact, and they invoked the right of the young person to confidentiality 
only after casework efforts to realise this contact had been exhausted. This practice of 
rights-as-bottom lines was also noticeable in relation to service users’ right to safety, 
where workers would commonly suggest that threats to this, such as the existence of 
abuse in the home, would trigger rights-protective intervention from them, often in the 
form of notification to external or internal authorities. Beyond such bottom lines, 
service user rights were generally not invoked in workers’ considerations about the 
practice situation, or if they were, it was in the form of ‘softer’ practice principles.   
 
Maximising rights and minimising breaches and negative consequences 
 
Rights-oriented practice sometimes involved ‘maximising’ the extent to which a 
service user right was realised, or minimising the extent to which it was breached. 
This particularly applied to those rights that lent themselves to being partially 
afforded. For example, a young person was inevitably not afforded absolute autonomy 
in decision making, but rather afforded what the worker considered to be the 
maximum amount possible in the particular situation. Similarly, workers sometimes 
attempted to moderate the extent to which others acted unilaterally in relation to 
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young clients. Multiple and competing, rather than singular goals, typified the context 
of such an approach to practice. Rights-as-entitlements were converted to rights as 
legitimate interests, pursued through core and firmly held practice ideals, in practice 
contexts where the absolute assertion of these rights was untenable. 
Some workers saw potential for the affording of service user rights to have 
negative consequences, and that such potential needed to be minimised. These 
workers employed strategies in their casework practice that enabled them to be 
relatively confident that they could support a particular right. For example, as 
indicated in Table 8.1, the right to access personal information was very clearly 
predicated on workers’ level of comfort in relation to clients reading file contents, and 
whether file contents were judgemental rather than ‘factual’.  
 
A few years ago now I looked at note taking and how you do it, and I write my 
notes from the point of view of [what] if the client saw this, [what] if this was 
subpoenaed. (AMFT worker) 
 
At times, as in the case of being careful about file entries, a rights-oriented 
approach was predicated on having incorporated the adoption of risk-minimising 
practices. A high degree of comfort by workers in affording access was almost always 
accompanied by indications of the limited nature of what they entered into such files. 
In this way a service user right, while afforded, may be somewhat diminished in 
significance. Other practices cited for minimising the negative impact of SUR 
included:  
• giving information to parents about the young person, or ‘hearing’ parents, in 
order to minimise pressure on workers from parents to deny a young person their 
rights;  
• explaining a young person’s right to parents in developmental language, so that 
they would allow the young person to be afforded that right by the worker. For 
example, one worker explained that affording the young person confidentiality 
facilitated ‘growing up’ as young people had to take on the responsibility of 
making judgements about what information to share. 
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Rights invoked to reduce practice tensions 
 
SUR was commonly used as a strategic tool to reduce situational conflict. The 
invocation of rights, normally associated with sharpening conflict, was used in some 
situations to reduce conflict by keeping various parties separate. This was particularly 
evident in relation to invoking the young person’s right to confidentiality as a way of 
avoiding conflict with the parents. Some workers particularly wanted to minimise 
conflict and maximise family connection for young people in the 13–15 age range. 
The service was not conceptualised as a party in such conflict, but as a protector of 
SUR in relation to dealings between other parties. This theme of SUR being applied 
far more easily to the service users’ engagement with other parties and agencies rather 
than to the worker and their own service was a pervasive feature of the data. 
 
The role of appreciative communication in rights-affording practice 
 
Some workers emphasised the importance of how service user rights were afforded. In 
particular, some indicated that a soft rather than hard approach was required. This 
emphasised ‘negotiating’ how a rights-related issue was dealt with, and involved 
using an informal and cautious intervention style. Rights, in this sense, were realised 
through appreciative communication, and through seeking and promoting contextual 
understanding with the range of affected stakeholders. These workers considered that 
facilitating such communications was an important part of their role. The following 
response, made by a YHPP worker, illustrates how some workers promoted a young 
client’s right to confidentiality, without it leading to an adversarial situation 
developing with the parents. An appreciative and communicative approach involved 
exploring the context of the situation with the parties, and facilitating an appreciation 
of the relationship between options, rights and outcomes. Rights were explained and 
justified in ways that acknowledged the personhood of the parties who have control 
over their realisation. The following extract was a response to Scenario 3, where 
parents were seeking contact with a young person living in a ‘high-risk’ environment.  
 
The bottom line is the communication of that, in terms of confidentiality. The 
young person would talk about something. [I would ask] ‘Have you spoken to 
your parents about that?’ ‘No’. ‘ Why not?’ ‘Would they benefit from knowing 
about that?’ ‘ Would you talk to your family about that?’ ‘ Perhaps we could 
talk to them together about that?’ Or ‘Can I speak to your father about this?’ 
This informed consent stuff, working through scenarios. And to gain that 
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consent from the young person, not that you go about seeking that with great 
diligence, isn’t difficult. Our experience, where there are not maltreatment 
issues, where a young person is having conflict in the family, they do want to 
communicate. They haven’t got the skills or their family won’t let them. So, 
being that advocate, talking to mum or dad, and explaining your role. [In 
relation to the] young person, we need to keep their information confidential. 
There is a whole heap of strategies, depending on the circumstance, and the 
confidentiality issue was not a big deal. (YHPP worker)  
 
Workers were also aware that the ‘tone’ of practice around rights issues needed to 
be tentative or gentle, in recognition that practice situations were often typified by 
heightened emotions and hidden complexity. Various workers described their 
intervention as tempered, or that they would ‘gently go in’.  
 
Whoever was working with the young person would have a chat. Once we had 
established that there was no abuse at home, we would gently go in and suss 
out whether the young person was willing to make some contact, or have us 
make some contact on their behalf. And it may not be the next day, but we 
could go in, as I said gently. (YHPP worker in relation to scenario 3) 
 
Workers were very aware that if the trust they needed to work effectively with the 
young person, or the young person and their parents, was to be protected, such 
tentativeness was important if matters of rights were not to become problematic.  
 
Rights-oriented practice involved situational understanding  
 
The above discussion indicates that situational understanding was central to how 
practitioners included a rights orientation in their approaches to practice. While rights 
in policy have a decontextualised and apparently universal character, in practice they 
must be applied within the complexity of a specific, and often dynamically changing 
situation. This applied to practice with young people regardless of their age.  
 
Sometimes these kinds of statements [such as the right to autonomy and voice 
in their case] might appear to be more radical, maybe that’s the term, than 
what they actually are when you are dealing with a young person. Because 
you talk through things and because you put things into context for a young 
people to … see what that means and what the consequences are. Once all that 
has been considered to ask the person to restate whether that is still their 
intention. … School is a good example. So for a young person to make the 
decision, and to have the autonomy to make the decision not to go to school, 
then you have to actually work with that. … Again, I probably wouldn’t feel 
comfortable to say a 13-year-old would make more radical decisions without 
considering the consequences. In my experience, these 13–14-year-olds that I 
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have come across have had huge life experiences and more life experiences 
than a lot of 18–20 or 30-year-olds. I would not feel comfortable saying they 
would be less mature to have an input, once they are being dealt with in a 
framework that allows them to challenge some of the patterns of thinking they 
might have, or the decision making they might do. (Medium-term SAAP 
worker) 
 
The affording of rights generally involved a process of what could be termed 
‘contexting’. This contexting occurred in various ways. First, the worker themselves 
often felt they had to have a contextualised understanding in order to afford a 
particular right. Second, as in the above extract, the affording of rights also involved a 
process of involving young clients and significant others, such as parents, in a process 
of contexting. This allowed matters of rights to sit alongside and not be simplistically 
promoted in isolation from other considerations, such as the consequences of 
particular decisions or actions. It was through this process of contexting that workers 
felt they could be both rights-oriented, as well as responsibly ensure that the 
autonomy exercised by young people was well informed. Such contexting included 
consideration of a wide range of matters.  
A further difficulty for some practitioners arose from the reality that affording 
service user rights could have implications for how rights were more generally played 
out in the target situation. Some SUR situations simply involved the service and the 
client in what could be seen as a soft form of contractual relationship where the client 
had certain clearly recognisable ‘rights’ in the service delivery process. This was often 
the case with the right to access file information, as long as the young person was 
sufficiently individuated to have rights-holding status. However, with situations that 
involved a range of parties there was no clear distinction between rights held against 
the service, and those aspects of practice that involved interactions between the 
service and other parties, or the service user and those other parties. Workers 
consistently referred to practice issues and worries that were related to there being no 
simply conceived interface between individual clients and the service delivery 
process. Even for workers who were favourably oriented to SUR, separating SUR 
issues from the dynamics of practice was at times clearly difficult, if not impossible. 
This ‘muddying’ of SUR in the face of practice situations which have a number of 
interactions to consider helps explain why front-line workers rarely approached rights 
as entitlements. Rather, they simultaneously considered the context of the particular 
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situation, and in particular the potential impact of affording rights on the intervention 
process, the relationships between various parties, and service user outcomes.  
One element of this situational understanding involved the worker becoming 
sufficiently comfortable that the young person had considered the various 
implications to be considered an ‘informed’ decision maker. This was a necessary 
element in the worker being able to afford the young person the right to autonomy. 
The following extract, in response to Scenario 3 from a worker who generally took a 
rights-affording approach, illustrates how this worker actively encouraged the young 
person to engage in a process of contextalising a situation, rather than utilise the SUR 
to autonomy as a tool for practice. 
 
Interviewer: Can you tell me about any strategies you have used to deal with 
these difficulties?  
 
[It’s] a matter of contextualising that with the young person. Allowing the 
young person to understand that maybe their process of moving out of home 
and gaining independent living skills has taken them further than their 
parents. For them to be able to see that and rather than just go in there and 
radically enforce whatever they might believe is their right, to understand the 
broader context of where they are in the bigger picture and where their 
parents are in the bigger picture. (SAAP medium-term accommodation 
worker) 
 
A simple assertion of rights was seen as not necessarily leading to improvements in 
the situation of the young person, or as in their ‘best interests’. The following 
response was made by a shelter worker in response to being asked for the strategies 
used to deal with difficulties around SUR when contact with the young person’s 
family was involved.  
 
Just trying to ground kids when they get on the bandwagon like that and try 
and take that attitude away and reinforce that that right that they’re talking 
about is their right and of course nobody can touch them and stuff like that. 
But where does that leave us now? You’ve exercised that right so what! …  
Just by them acting powerful doesn’t fix anything. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
The conception of power underpinning rights-oriented workers was what Rees 
(1995) has termed multi-dimensional. It is apparent from the data that workers 
considered that positive outcomes required a more multi-faceted, contextualised and 
relational approach to power. As many user rights in human services cannot be clearly 
claimed from one accountable party, this had some real basis, particularly in situations 
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involving the worker negotiating the young person’s ongoing engagement with other 
parties, such as parents and schools, and where rights logic was not the basis of such 
engagement. It was least true when workers were involved in supporting young 
people in accessing institutional resources, where rights could more clearly be a basis 
for the engagement and hence claimable.  
The accounts of workers also suggest that affording SUR can have a temporal 
dimension. For example, some workers saw rights as acquired over time, as the 
service user gained familiarity with the service, as they were exposed to being treated 
respectfully, and as they gained an increased level of skill to act independently. Such 
a process began with the information given to the young person when they first 
accessed the service, but continued as issues of rights, responsibilities and case 
management were visited and revisited. In this sense, SUR practice became easier as 
the contexts in which rights are afforded became better known to both workers and 
service users, and the service users’ skill in using the rights construct developed.  
 
Strong affirming communication empowers young people 
 
Another theme of rights-oriented casework approaches was the style of 
communication a worker used with young people. Drawing particularly on worker 
responses to Scenario 2, rights-oriented communication involved: 
• clearly and immediately offering  to hear what a young person had to say, how 
they defined the issue, and what they would like to see happen — which also 
meant not pushing the young person to justify their position;  
• making sure the young person felt heard; 
• explaining rights and options to the young person, including the option of making 
a complaint; 
• using techniques that provided young people with easily accessible processes to 
realise the right;  for example, one AMFT worker indicated that they deliberately 
used a room with a whiteboard that could print out so the young person could take 
away a copy of what was recorded during the session;  
• regularly asking young people for their consent, to minimise the blurring that can 
easily occur between the rights of young people and of others external to the 
agency, and between young people and the service.  
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Good casework, which contextualised for the young person what was happening, 
was from this perspective the cornerstone for realising SUR. Without this, the implicit 
covenant between worker and young person (Sercombe et al. 2002) would be at risk. 
This presumes that the worker has, by virtue of the casework relationship, agreed to 
place the young person as the primary constituent in their practice. The data indicates 
that, rather than compromise this, workers who afforded SUR generally resolved 
practice dilemmas by prioritising the longer term benefits for the young person, rather 
than limiting attention to the immediate assertion of every particular right. This was 
evident in the boxed account of the SAAP worker at the beginning of this section. 
 
A rights-oriented service-management approach 
 
As indicated in Figure 8.3, a rights-oriented service-management approach was used 
only in relation to the scenarios concerning the right to access information, and to 
have a complaint heard. About one-quarter of all worker responses to the scenarios 
took this approach. A service-management approach conveyed a clear awareness of 
organisational norms and policies, and a relatively low level of front-line worker 
discretion. Themes embedded in the data that typified a service-management approach 
are, in the main, consistent with, and reflective of, those articulated in casework-level 
approaches, but extend the reliance on casework-level strategies to include an 
awareness of, and strategic use of, organisational-level  strategies. These themes are: 
• recognition of SUR dimensions embedded in a practice situation requiring an 
organisational-level response; 
• reference to, and conformity with, organisationally sanctioned policies; 
• understanding, acknowledgement of, and responsiveness to power differentials 
between the young person and the service, including a willingness to see both self 
and other workers held accountable for their practice around rights;  
• use of action-reflection processes to foster service-level improvements.  
 
Recognition of SUR dimensions embedded in a practice situation 
requiring an organisational-level response 
 
Practice situations often contain a complex of interrelated rights-related elements. 
Practice, from this perspective, envisaged multiple rights-related issues as being 
simultaneously relevant in a situation, rather than being discrete, as implied by lists of 
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rights detailed in program and organisational policy statements. Service-management 
rights-oriented practice, at its most developed, included the capacity to see a complex 
of rights-related issues in practice situations, which could often not be adequately 
dealt with at the level of casework alone. For example, some workers saw links 
between the right of the service user to complain and their more general right to 
access the service. Rather than simply externalise broader rights issues, as often 
occurred in casework approaches, a rights-oriented service-management approach saw 
service-level implications, such as the ongoing right to service access, or the need for 
the organisational assertion of standards, as integral to affording SUR. Workers often 
cited a hierarchy of responses, involving both casework and sanctioned service-level 
interventions, for example:  
 
I would probably have to follow what we’ve got in the procedure and that is, if 
somebody has actually spoken to me about a concern about another worker, 
then I feel that I should try to speak to [the young person and worker] and try 
and resolve it at that level. If that’s not successful, then you actually follow the 
procedure that’s set down, which is I’d go to the coordinator and then it would 
be out of my hands.  
 
Interviewer: What’s that procedure called?   
 
It’s called the complaints resolution procedure. (SAAP outreach worker) 
 
It was apparent the worker who was service-management rights-oriented saw it as 
their role to proactively afford SUR on behalf of the service. From this perspective, 
the worker acted as a prompt, facilitator and mediator between the service user and 
the service, to provide access to nominally available, variously specified, and 
infrequently accessed rights claiming processes. This was very evident in relation to 
the right to complain, where the workers’ active empathy with, support for, and 
knowledge of, the service system were critical in dealing with the substantial barriers 
to service users having a complaint recognised and heard. These same workers 
indicated, in other parts of the interview, that while the right to complain clearly 
existed in their service, and was communicated openly to service users, it was rarely 
accessed by young service users, who tended to leave the service or not say anything 
if they were dissatisfied.  
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Reference to, and conformity with, organisationally sanctioned policies   
 
Workers applying a service-management rights-oriented approach to their practice 
were keenly aware of the organisation’s policy that affirmed particular rights. They 
emphasised both the importance of client rights, and specific and known 
organisational processes designed to account for prior organisational experience, and 
‘reality’. They tended to report the actual policy that guided them, and were quite 
clear about how they dealt with particular situations. They often talked about what 
‘we’ at the service do, and about ‘our’ policy. It was clear these workers were well 
integrated into an articulated organisational approach to SUR. The following response 
to Scenario 1 illustrates how, using this approach, the workers convey the service 
policy position as their own: 
 
We always tell the young people that they have a right to see their file at any 
time, and anything written about them, even in the daybook, they have a right 
to see. And we make sure they know, and I would reinforce that. The only 
conditions we would place on it was that a worker is present when they 
actually do look at their file, and that’s only if we think, if there’s been a court 
report or a report from [the State welfare department] in there that may be 
upsetting to them. (SAAP medium-term worker) 
 
These workers also revealed sensitivity to one or more potential difficulties faced 
by a young person in having their service user rights afforded. Their practice 
combined direct support to help clarify the situation, with support to access the 
sanctioned organisational process for claiming a right. This is evident in the following 
response to Scenario 2 which explored practice approaches in relation to the service 
users’ right to have a complaint heard:  
 
My response would be I would ask the young person, given that they were the 
client, I would ask the young person how they feel about that incident. Was 
there any action they would like taken in regard to that incident? I would lead 
on then, are you still happy to work with this service? If so who would you 
prefer to work with, if you do not prefer to work back with that worker? … I 
would explain then, being an agency like ours, that we do have a grievance 
policy, that if for any reason they wish to make a complaint they could do so, 
and I would explain to them how, and what process they would go through 
about that. (YHPP worker) 
 
Such practice demonstrated the capacity to ‘switch’ between casework and service-
management modes, though only a few workers had this view of rights practice as 
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multi-level. This extract also illustrates the practice strategy evident when workers 
used a rights-oriented service management approach to clearly relate a coherent 
practice process or series of steps consistent with their understanding of organisational 
norms, and to allow various commonly experienced situational tensions and 
considerations to be addressed. Further, these workers were able to identify 
characteristics of good practice within the organisation’s policy, which became more 
than jargon to them. 
 
Understanding, acknowledgement of, and responsiveness to power 
differentials between the young person and the service 
 
This approach involved the worker being aware in a particular situation of the relative 
disadvantage that service users had in terms of capacity to claim rights from the 
service delivery system. The worker indicated a willingness to see themselves, other 
workers and the service held accountable. In relation to the right to complain, workers 
suggested a range of necessary practices , including: 
• a two-tier process allowing workers to seek low-level resolution, as well as 
supported referral to a formal service-level grievance, depending on their wishes;  
• offering support during the grievance process, sometimes through a consumer 
representative or advocate;  
• maximising the efficacy of the complaint-making process through ‘good practice’ 
around the how, where, when, and nature of support given. 
 
Using this approach workers required themselves and fellow workers to be held 
accountable in relation to the rights-related provisions and norms, and to be a 
legitimate target of intervention. Such norms included worker appreciation that the 
context of young service users’ lives required workers not be ‘thin skinned’ or 
retaliatory about service user behaviour. Particular strategies referred to in response to 
Scenario 2 included encouragement of workers to be the subject of mediation 
processes, to undertake counselling, or to be the subject of disciplinary action.   
 
Use of action-reflection processes to foster service-level improvements  
 
A small number of workers indicated that they considered it was important to reflect 
on what happened to service users in relation to service user rights, and to seek 
changes in worker or service practices if these were warranted. For example, the 
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following extract indicated a range of questions the worker considered needed to be 
asked about the worker’s behaviour in relation to Scenario 3 (the right to complain): 
 
What led to that, why did this happen?  What can you change about your 
practice so that it won’t happen again? What is the sort of thing we need to do 
for the young person to ensure their safety, so they are not abused by the 
system? (YHPP worker) 
 
Summary of rights-oriented practice approaches 
 
While most workers adopted rights-oriented practice some of the time, this was not 
generally as rights-as-entitlements. Rather, service user rights were incorporated into 
practice as bottom lines to be asserted when considered necessary, or were 
incorporated as ideals that were particularly valued. Situational sensitivity to the 
potential for negative as well as positive impacts of rights-oriented practice was 
considered essential, and achieved through a process termed ‘contexting’. Even where 
workers were clearly rights-oriented, the overall picture is of variable and partial SUR 
application.  
  
Rights-undermining approaches 
 
Overall, as depicted in Figure 8.3, half the worker responses to the presented 
scenarios were judged as rights-undermining. The case below summarises the 
approach taken by one worker judged to have a rights-undermining approach to all 
three scenarios.  
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Rights-undermining practice: a HACC worker’s responses to the scenarios 
 
This worker is located in a HACC service with a partial but strong SUR 
orientation. The worker’s role was largely to provide respite services to families 
where young people with disabilities spend one weekend a month with a host family. 
They ran a regular youth group and school holiday programs for young people, and 
undertook some case management support for families who had children with high 
medical-support needs. Their practice goals were for young clients to have a good 
time and feel valued. While this worker indicated that rights-language was used in the 
service, they also indicated that parents were the key decision makers. This was 
accompanied by a strong awareness of the worker’s duty of care. This worker took a 
service-management approach to the first two scenarios, and a casework approach to 
the third. This worker indicated that, consistent with service expectations, ‘we’ would 
need to determine why a young person wanted to see their file, and that the young 
person would be shown only those parts of the file that related to the specific issue 
they nominated, minus any material relating to other people. This was the same 
regardless of the age of the young client. This worker saw the request as a questioning 
of the service’s practice. 
In relation to the second scenario, where a worker refuses to work with a young 
person who was verbally abusive, and the young person says they were provoked, the 
respondent indicated that this would require themselves or someone else to mediate, 
with the likely outcome of apologies from both sides. The worker was particularly 
concerned about the impact on worker longevity of young people’s difficult 
behaviour. The need to prevent worker ‘burnout’ was prioritised over the client’s 
preference for who they ‘want to work with’. The young person’s right to be heard 
was indicated as part of a conflict-reducing process, while no mention was made of 
there being some basis for dissatisfaction and complaint. The worker indicated that 
the scenario reflected their experience of dealing with personality clashes and 
behavioural problems associated with young clients.  
In the third scenario, the worker indicated that they would visit the parents and talk 
with them about the issues and their needs, with a view to mediation. It was only in 
relation to an 18-year-old that some right to self-determination was considered about 
the young person remaining away from home. 
 
 
A rights-undermining casework approach 
 
As indicated in Figure 8.2, about a third of all responses to scenarios use the rights-
undermining casework approach. In addition, workers reported a wide range of 
practice worries and experiences that effectively undermined SUR through casework-
level practices. This was most evident in relation to the scenarios exploring the 
practice around rights of young service users to complain (Scenario 2), and to be 
afforded autonomy (Scenario 3). In relation to both these scenarios, almost half the 
respondent workers reflected this approach. The following themes were found in 
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worker responses categorised as displaying rights-undermining casework approaches 
to practice:  
• Young people were individuated in a partial way, thus affording them limited or 
no status as rights-holders. 
• Workers passively relied on the service user to identify and claim rights. 
• Workers used processes that were problematic for SUR realisation. 
• Affording rights was subsumed into, or secondary to, other considerations. 
 
Young people were individuated in a partial way thus affording them 
limited or no status as rights holders  
 
Previously in this chapter it was reported that some workers referred to practices that 
extended to young service users the individual status necessary to hold service user 
rights. Rights-undermining approaches to practice largely did not do this, with the 
preferred practices involving deference to the rights or views of other parties, through 
locating decision-making primarily with the worker or with the parents of the young 
service user. 
It was clear that most workers saw legal majority (18 years) as creating a clear 
basis for recognising the right to autonomy of the young service user. Yet even with 
this apparently clear basis, some were uneasy about shifting away from asserting the 
intervention process assumed in their model of service. Relationally oriented workers 
often saw young people as dependent on, or ideally co-located with, their family of 
origin. All HACC and most AMFT workers considered a parent or parents to be the 
principal client, with the young person being relegated to that of a consumer of a 
particular aspect of service delivery. Rather than affording young people rights to 
autonomy, they indicated they tried to afford young people respect and limited choice 
within the service delivery process, and to maximise their happiness within the 
parameters of parental wishes. Rights in this sense are not held by the young service 
user but by others on whom they were seen as dependent. This is illustrated in the 
following extract regarding a young person’s request to see their personal file;  
 
I would direct him to his parents or main carer to approach the service for 
him. Myself asking for his files for him is not an appropriate way to go. So I 
would be guiding him towards his parents or main carer. If the client wasn’t 
comfortable approaching their parents, I would suggest that I would approach 
them and tell them what he wanted. (HACC worker) 
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Specific practice examples were related of a young person wanting to access the 
service, and this being denied due to the parents’ refusal to agree, and of a young 
person wanting an advocate in the room, but as the parents indicated they did not want 
to work with that person, the worker being refused permission. Two AMFT workers 
indicated that they did not tell young people unwilling to participate in family 
mediation sessions that they had the right to leave, as parents tended to get upset if 
young people were told. One worker dealt with this by using a strengths-based49 
strategy of affirming the young person’s courage to stay. Service user rights were also 
undermined through workers prioritising the rights of fellow workers, and specifically 
the right of workers to safety.  
 
Workers passively relied on the service user to identify and claim rights 
 
It was common for workers to do little to actively acknowledge, or facilitate service 
user rights notionally held in policy. This passive approach meant that, unless such 
rights were understood and pursued by the young service user, they were unlikely to 
be realised. The following extract, a response to Scenario 3, where the parents request 
assistance in re-establishing communication with a young service user, indicates how 
reluctant a worker can be to afford rights to service users when these are in tension 
with the sanctioned service processes, and their practice ideals. The result can be a 
preference to not acknowledge or engage with SUR issues that may create dissonance: 
 
Interviewer: What would you do with that issue? 
 
If they asked me straight out I’m in the shit here.  
 
Interviewer: Tell me how you deal with that situation. 
 
If I’m really wise I’ll tell the child not to tell me. I’d really hate that situation; 
I’d try to avoid it if I possibly could. If I say ‘I don’t know’, I’m lying. And I’ve 
lost credibility and integrity. I might be able to avoid the answer. 
 
Interviewer: In the scenario the parents don’t know. You know where she is; 
the parents want to re-establish communication.  
 
If I say ‘Yes I do know and I’m not telling you’, I’ve had it, it’s no good, 
they’re lost, they’re gone. (AMFT worker) 
                                                 
49
 This approach to practice is discussed by Saleebey (1997). 
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Another way some workers reflected a passive approach to SUR was to consider 
the expressed dissatisfactions of young people as about ‘little things’, or as ‘not 
serious’. These workers ignored, trivialised or normalised young people’s behaviour 
and perspectives with rights implications, by indicating they were part of the expected 
everyday ebb and flow of daily living, satisfactorily responded to by the application of 
casework principles and processes.  
This passivity was most commonly manifested through the implicit requirement 
that the young person assertively claimed rights. Some workers were keen to persuade 
or orient the young person to a particular sanctioned outcome, this having the effect of 
reducing the service user’s autonomy, unless the young person resisted such efforts. 
This is not to argue that rights-affording practice was necessarily right or ‘good 
practice’. Rather it is to illustrate that factors other than rights considerations informed 
practice.  
Some workers indicated that service user rights were not relevant, or only 
minimally relevant, to their model of service. One worker, for example, saw their role 
as facilitating decision making rather than imposing any decisions on anybody. As the 
service user’s presence was seen as entirely voluntary, and in the mind of the worker 
users were the ones who made all decisions, there was no need to have mechanisms 
for them to be able to claim rights. A passive approach to SUR by workers had the 
effect of rendering SUR available in name only. 
 
Workers used processes that were problematic for SUR realisation 
 
Some practice processes indicated by workers rendered the claiming of a service user 
right unlikely to eventuate. For example, one worker indicated that, while they made 
available what they had written on files, the young person would have to make a 
similar request to each other worker who had made entries on the file. Here the rights 
of the user were interpreted through casework notions of confidentiality, which when 
applied to the rights of the user in relation to the service have the effect of rendering 
the right a token one. 
About half of all respondent workers suggested practice strategies that were 
premised on equal power being held by the young person and workers. This was 
commonly expressed as a view that the young service user and the worker could ‘sort 
it out’, or undergo mediation when a conflict or difficulty around the service user 
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rights arose. For example, half the workers indicated in relation to Scenario 2 that 
they would intervene using mediation between service user and worker, adopting a 
neutral position (‘wouldn’t be taking sides’). The nature of the difficulty between the 
worker and the young service user was presented as dysfunction in the casework 
relationship, or as a ‘personality clash’. The key practice goal was for the worker and 
the young person to be able to continue ‘working together’ in case management, and 
to repair any damage done to this. The workers do not operate as a supporter or 
advocate for young person, nor organise someone to be in this role. 
Casework principles rather than ideas of rights were drawn upon. It was common, 
for example, for workers with a casework rights-undermining practice to espouse the 
importance of the service user being heard (a practice value), while indicating 
practices that were largely oriented to respect for, and protection of, the worker. This 
rendered any espoused service users’ right to have their dissatisfaction heard and 
responded to, partial and ceremonial, as illustrated in the following extract, a response 
to Scenario 2: 
 
We wouldn’t be able to change workers for that client. Like it or lump it. And 
basically there would be support, basically we would believe the other worker, 
that they hadn’t provoked the client. The client would be heard, but I would 
speak to the other worker. I wouldn’t say anything to the client; I wouldn’t 
discuss the matter any further. I would take it back and speak to the other 
worker. (SAAP outreach worker) 
 
At times workers reported using processes that appeared largely token rather than 
likely to result in a right being realised. For example, a HACC worker indicated that 
the young person was often present during case conferences even though the process 
and content of the discussion were so complex than the young person could not 
participate. Rather than adjust the process, or differentiate what the young person 
wished to participate in, the worker indicated that it simply continued, as a routine. 
Workers also indicated a range of communication strategies that were likely to act 
as a barrier to service users pursuing a right. In scenarios that involved the young 
service user making a claim to a right, about half the workers indicated that they 
would engage in deductive questioning requiring the user to justify or explain their 
request. Young clients were asked to explain ‘why’ they were seeking to claim a 
service user right, or to consider their responsibilities rather than their rights. This 
investigative approach was driven, it appears, by the workers’ need to ascertain the 
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‘truth’ about a situation, and thus the correct response, from a range of options 
potentially open to them. The tone conveyed ranged from extremely suspicious to 
curious.  
The theme of justification was very strong and often occurred as part of a 
contexting process being undertaken by the worker in assessing how to respond to a 
practice situation. However, the call for the service user to justify can be seen as 
rendering a right subject to the normative assessment of the worker, and be potentially 
experienced by the service user as locating the onus on themselves rather than the 
service.  
One worker indicated that they used humour to diffuse or trivialise SUR-related 
requests considered unfavourably.  
 
If young people go on about rights say to them, ‘That’s all well and good but 
there are the dishes!’ (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
Affording rights was subsumed into, or secondary to, other 
considerations 
 
Rights were generally not explicitly denied. Rather, other considerations were 
explicitly or implicitly prioritised in workers’ preferred approaches to practice. The 
interventions most commonly referred to were oriented to requiring the service user to 
change their attitudes or behaviour, pursuing what were seen as positive service user 
outcomes, and applying the model of service through case-level intervention. 
 
Intervention aimed at changing the service user 
 
Some workers’ responses to the scenarios prioritised taking action against, or action 
designed to alter, the attitudes or behaviour of the young person. For example, in 
relation to Scenario 2, which concerned a worker’s refusal to work with a young 
person who had been abusive, a number of workers responded firmly that the young 
person should be reprimanded, or the appropriateness of their behaviour challenged:  
 
I’d hear them out, but I would also need to give that young person a message, 
that that is not acceptable in treating anyone in that way. But I’d try not to 
make it into a ‘You’re a bad person, you spoke rudely to somebody’. But it’s 
not appropriate if you’re working with, and in this sense it’s counselling and 
it’s voluntary, if they want to achieve their goals. (AMFT worker) 
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Prioritised were professional discretion (autonomy), notions of client needs and 
deficits rather than rights, the need for service users to undertake ‘healing’, or the 
development of a case plan to address client issues. In response to the same scenario, 
the following worker indicated the young (disabled) service user as the aggressor, 
who had a lack of skill in constructively achieving outcomes:  
 
I would respond to the young person and say ‘That’s fine if they provoked you, 
but however do you think there would be a better way that you could have 
actually addressed that?’ Talk about the appropriateness of it. ‘Do you think 
you possibly would have got more achieved if you had spoken to the person, or 
sat down and discussed with the person this side of things?’ (HACC worker) 
 
It can be argued that service user rights become virtually impossible to claim if 
users’ distress is conceived as a deficit to be addressed by micro-level practice. An 
issue of rights thus becomes an opportunity for the assertion of worker interpretations 
of acceptable behaviour, and developmental casework.  
 
Intervention prioritising service user outcomes 
 
In some situations, workers provided, or clearly emphasised to young service users, 
only particular options that were consistent with the workers’ goals for service 
delivery. In these situations, workers applied a coercive (though from their 
perspective benevolent) model of practice that embodied their understandings of best 
interests.  
Outcomes pursued included the happiness of service users, and the young person’s 
wellbeing, including safety. Pursuing these outcomes could undermine service user 
rights that were process-oriented, such as rights to complain, to access file 
information, to confidentiality and to self-determination. Various manifestations of 
this, summarised below, were evident across the sample of workers.  
Some workers, particularly those in relationally oriented services, prioritised the 
outcome of all parties being happy or satisfied. This was particularly true for most 
HACC and AMFT workers, where reduction of stress was a major orientation of 
respite provision, and of family mediation and therapy. This orientation provided 
justification for the worker leaving power imbalances as they were in the young 
person’s life. These imbalances seem assumed as situational givens. 
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Some workers, in some situations where particular outcomes were sanctioned, 
provided, or emphasised to young service users, only those options consistent with 
these outcomes. For example, a HACC worker, who provided individualised 
recreation-based respite, told of working with a young person with Downs Syndrome 
and tricking him to go for a walk, as part of a case-plan goal of losing weight.  
A few workers indicated that, in practice, bad outcomes may result from affording 
the right to autonomy without fully contextualising or exploring the practice situation. 
The following practice worry came from a SAAP refuge worker: 
 
We had this young woman come in here. She wanted to go and live with her 
father. We’ve got her emergency relief monies, we pulled up half the money 
for an air ticket, and she pulled up the other half of the money. She was 15. We 
sent her down south and then the mother rings up: ‘You f*%#ing idiots! She’s 
now working as a prostitute in Perth.’ (SAAP refuge worker)  
 
Some workers focused on the temporal dimension of outcomes. That is, they 
indicated a preference for long-term outcomes that was somewhat at odds with any 
more immediate and short-term affording of a service user right. An SAAP refuge 
worker pursued what they termed ‘what’s smart’, this being what they interpreted 
would yield longer term benefits to the young person. The worker considered they 
could see this longer term vision better than the young person, and saw it as their role 
to help the young person develop the street-smart capacity to gain beneficial outcomes 
in a world generally hostile to them: 
 
I conspire with a young person most occasions, most case managements 
you’re conspiring with them for them to achieve a better result for themselves. 
They have to learn to play the game too. One of the biggest problems with 
young people is that they have been ostracised from the game because of their 
age. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
The fear of harm was also a rationale for refusing young users access to file 
information. The following worker prioritises both the avoidance of potential harm, 
and the preservation of the casework model of service over the user’s right to see file 
information:  
 
There is a section where I write about what information the client has given 
me, and then there is my own assessment on conceptualisation of what is 
going on. If there was something there that the client read and it damaged 
them. They might take the label and say the therapist thinks I’m reactive or the 
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therapist thinks I’m ... Then that might damage my relationship with the client. 
They might go around and start to think I’m reactive and start to act out that 
particular thing. (AMFT worker)  
 
Intervention applying the model of service rather than affording rights 
 
Assertions or claims for service user rights tended to be seen from this perspective as 
a threat or challenge to the casework relationship, or to the casework process itself, 
and were responded to with what could be considered defensive routines. For 
example, some workers indicated that the concerns of young users, and the concerns 
about the appropriateness of worker behaviour, should be dealt with privately. Though 
this was promoted as a respect for confidentiality, such practices could be seen as 
maintaining secrecy about areas of tension between a service user’s experience and 
the service delivery system, and as essentially defensive in orientation:  
 
First I’d probably say to that worker that these kids are here because they’re 
angry. They’ve got lots of problems. Most of them have come from a family life 
where swearing is quite common, and maybe you need to take that into 
consideration, and at the same time it’s not appropriate, and it’s not what we 
practice here, and we don’t tolerate that sort of thing. I’d … get the worker 
and the young person to either discuss it in here, or somewhere private on 
their own, or with another person to mediate, like someone who’s on the fence 
not on any side, and try and talk it through. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
Dissatisfactions of service users were understood as reflecting difficulties in the 
casework process. For example, in resolving the dissatisfaction of the service user in 
Scenario 2, a few workers saw one remedy as reflection about the practice situation by 
the worker involved, with the possible support of their peers, or professional 
supervisor. A few workers considered that service user rights may be legitimately 
breached through the skilful application of casework skills. For example, a youth 
refuge worker emphasised the importance of timing a breach the confidentiality in 
order to give the young person a needed ‘reality check’.  
The practice approaches cited by workers were often clearly oriented to the 
maintenance of relative harmony, and conversely the reduction of conflict, actual or 
potential. While at times this was consistent with affording service user rights by 
being sensitive and responsive to concerns, at others it was clearly oriented to 
preserving the stability of the model of service. Such practice was clearly evident in 
the following extract. Here the AMFT worker recounts a situation where they had to 
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respond to a young person not being allowed by their parents to voice their opinion 
during a mediation session. While the worker’s account reflects the casework value of 
respect, at another level the young person’s right to be heard is traded for the 
avoidance of conflict between the worker and the parents, so maintaining the stability 
of the model of service:  
 
If I don’t think a young person’s rights aren’t being carried out, like they’re 
not getting the right to speak up and things, I might talk with them privately 
and say ‘Your right to have an equal say isn’t working here and I’m not able 
to enforce it because it’s your parents who just keep stopping it from 
happening, and I can’t physically make them be quiet or shut up, or whatever, 
so maybe this isn’t going to be the best way to run the show’. (AMFT worker)  
 
Rights-undermining service-management approach 
 
A rights-undermining service-management approach was the least evident in the 
accounts of front-line workers. Of the responses to set scenarios reflecting this 
practice perspective, almost all related to Scenario 1 (right to access personal 
information) and Scenario 2 (right to complain). The rights of service users were 
effectively undermined through the activation of service-management strategies. 
Table 8.2 below indicates the rights-undermining practice responses to a request for 
access to file information by a young service user (Scenario 1).  
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Table 8.2 Rights-undermining responses to a request to access personal file 
information 
 
Practices or consideration referred to Factor workers are mindful of 
Access denied as policy limits access to 
after client leaves. Although not a problem 
for the worker, it is against organisational 
policy (‘Easier for organisation to say 
‘no’’). 
Organisation’s policy 
Direction from ‘boss’ required before 
response given. 
Location of authority and discretion 
Access denied as files belong to the 
organisation. 
Workers’ understanding of 
organisations policy 
Refer to coordinator/manager. Not the 
worker’s role or responsibility. 
The way roles are defined and 
understood  
Particular endorsed process required: need 
to make an appointment, due notice needed, 
application in writing to CEO. 
Organisational processes required to 
operationalise a particular right 
Access conditional on prior assessment of 
the content of the files requested. 
Worker knowledge and comfort about 
quality of the files in the organisation 
Access problematic: concern about risk of 
liability or damage to organisation. 
Possible threat to organisation 
 
Table 8.2 indicates a range of practices and factors that effectively undermined the 
service user right to access file information held about them. The following themes, 
embedded in the data, typified a rights-undermining service-management approach: 
• adhered to policy that undermined service user rights; 
• referred the young person to management, with little or no worker support; 
• instigated service-management-level processes that made realisation of SUR 
problematic; 
• asserted the model of service and defused conflict. 
 
Adhered to policy that undermined service user rights 
 
Workers indicated that they were very mindful of the expectations their services and 
host organisations had of them in relation to SUR polices. Further, they 
overwhelmingly indicated that they would follow their organisations’ policies. The 
practice accounts of workers revealed a range of situations where such adherence 
would undermine service users’ rights . Workers were sometimes aware of such 
incongruity.  
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It was also evident that workers were often not clear about the operational 
implications of particular rights. For example, one worker talked of their refuge 
bringing in a policy of young residents not being drug-affected on the premises, as 
opposed to having drugs in their possession. The rule, which had implications for 
SUR, was seen as assuming that workers had the ability to assess a young person as 
drug-affected. The reality was that workers interpreted and applied such rules very 
differently, having different levels of skill and experience.  
There was evidence that the passivity of a worker about SUR could in part be the 
result of acts of omission by the service management. For example, some workers 
indicated that young service users were not told about service user rights, even though 
others in the service, such as volunteers and host families, were. In one SAAP service, 
the worker indicated that young service users were not told of procedures for making 
a complaint, and therefore did not know about them. Another worker indicated 
concern that a young person was denied information about the reasons for refusing 
them access to the service. Further, some workers indicated that they were required to 
implement policy requirements of the service or program that they did not necessarily 
agree with, and which they believed undermined service user rights. This included the 
refusal to allow service users to see file information, the failure to include young 
people with disabilities in case planning, and the interpretation of rules in 
accommodation facilities. As indicated in Table 8.2, the rights of the service user 
were sometimes seen as in tension with the interests or rights of the organisation, with 
the worker acting in a way to protect the organisation from criticism or harm.  
 
Referred the young person to management, with little or no worker 
support 
 
Some workers did not see it as within their ambit to respond to a particular type of 
rights issue, verbalised as ‘not my role’, or as concerning ‘policy and procedure stuff’. 
From this perspective, affording rights was the responsibility of the service 
management, and required referral to management, who held discretion. Such referral 
was unsupported, as the worker does not want to ‘get involved’. Service user rights 
are thus effectively separated from front-line practice, and the odds of them being 
claimed are significantly decreased:  
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I would direct them to the proper channels, which would be the coordinator, 
as I had no prior knowledge of the situation. If I weren’t privy to the actual 
conversation that the whole problem is about, then I would direct them to the 
coordinator if they can’t patch it up with the worker. There are channels of 
communication for that sort of thing. (HACC worker) 
 
The tone of response exhibited by workers indicating referral to management 
tended to be somewhat ambivalent or reluctant, as if such processes were undesirable:  
 
It’s their responsibility to contact our supervisor, because we aren’t going 
back to do it for them; if they have a complaint, they have to take it on their 
own and deal with it. (SAAP outreach and medium term worker) 
 
Instigated service-management-level processes that made realisation of 
SUR problematic  
 
As with rights-undermining practice through casework-level strategies, there was little 
if any recognition that the service user was at a substantial power disadvantage in 
claiming SUR. The strategies proposed, such as meetings between the manager, the 
user and a worker (to discuss a complaint), were premised on clients and management 
having equal levels of power:  
 
I would probably go to the manager and explain to the manager the situation, 
which in turn he’d probably ask for a written statement from both the worker 
and the young person. And then negotiate whatever he’s got in front of him 
from there with both the worker and young person. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
This liberal conception of the individual contrasts with the depiction by these same 
workers of young service users as generally manipulative, difficult, or unskilled. The 
processes cited by workers as involving service management appeared to be adult-
centric (Petr 1992) and weighted to the advantage of the service.  
 
Asserted the model of service delivery and defused conflict  
 
Some workers strongly asserted the sanctioned processes and interventions of their 
model of service delivery. This was particularly true for workers from services that 
delivered what might be considered a specialist, or intervention-specific service. 
Workers from AMFT (adolescent and family counselling and therapy) and HACC-
funded(respite provision) services, were clear in distinguishing what types of issue or 
need that their service did, and did not, engage with. There was often little flexibility 
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in their accounts around this, with firm boundaries between what they would and 
would not do.  
Workers also referred to a number of defensive strategies that would have the 
effect of minimising the chance of conflict and challenge from service users regarding 
decisions made about them. The following extract recounts the strategy of workers not 
telling someone who has tried to access the service the true reasons why this has been 
refused:  
 
With regards to … appeal a refusal of access to the service, there is no formal 
way to go about that, like if someone has been refused. However, the workers 
do explain very well to tell why they have been refused, but it’s often through 
another worker. It’s a little bit of a worry because often it’s decided within the 
group whether they should, or shouldn’t, be accepted. Often the real reasons 
are not conveyed to them. I think that’s not looking after the respect of clients. 
(SAAP outreach and medium-term worker) 
 
Other defensive strategies included the editing of files before they were viewed by 
a service user, and limiting the legitimate choices of service users so as to avoid a 
negative response from families. The theme of workers undertaking practice, or being 
part of a service that undertook practice, in a way that minimises criticism and conflict 
crops up in some way in the accounts of almost all workers, for example:  
 
They [young users] have a right to make choices, and they really do, but 
sometimes we won’t allow them that choice because we aren’t prepared as an 
organisation for the consequences of the choice. We’re not prepared as an 
organisation for the family’s outcry at that choice, and sometimes even just our 
policies, and our procedures actually restrict that choice. (HACC worker) 
 
The theme of conflict avoidance is supported by other data that most workers were 
clearly aware that young people in their service generally did not complain, and that 
addressing this was not something actively pursued in their organisation or in their 
own practice, for example:  
 
Interviewer: Is that more or less how the service deals with complaints? 
 
Yes, sometimes they want to gloss them over, sometimes they just hope that 
they’ll disappear. (SAAP refuge worker)  
 
Where conflict does occur, it is generally viewed as the result of understandable 
‘frustrations and stresses’ in the service delivery context. It is clear that most workers 
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were conflict-averse, and understood there was an expectation by management that 
part of their role was to reduce rather than foster conflict, particularly if the model of 
service delivery was not geared to its acknowledgement: 
 
I think the main thing you want to do is defuse a situation that could escalate 
and really cause problems. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
The need to defuse conflict was often fuelled by a view of service users and 
associated people, such as parents, as difficult, manipulative, or as commonly 
involved in personality conflicts with workers. The result seems to be a diminished 
need to take the content of service users’ dissatisfaction seriously, while at the same 
time applying organisational and interpersonal processes that appeared reasonable, but 
were likely to prevent destabilisation of the service. Service users were referred to 
formal organisational processes when the worker considered it too high a risk to get 
involved. Some ‘maverick’ workers were less concerned than others about this, it 
being apparent that they saw their organisational standing as confined to being that of 
a worker who could deal with difficult young people, thus affording them a 
substantial degree of discretion.  
 
Summary of rights-undermining practice approaches 
 
Overall the respondent workers were just as likely to indicate practices that 
undermined SUR as afforded them. This was despite strong espoused support for the 
various component rights. Workers tended to undermine SUR as a by-product of their 
approach to casework, turning to organisational policies and service-management 
processes when they felt a situation went beyond their sanctioned role. Specifically, 
SUR were undermined through affording young service users limited individual 
standing, not recognising the rights dimensions of practice situations, relying on 
service users to know and assert their rights, using practice processes that rendered the 
claiming of rights difficult, and prioritising other considerations above rights 
realisation.  
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Considering Proposition 4 
 
It was postulated that: 
 
Front-line workers generally approach SUR practice in a way that 
undermines the prospect of these rights being claimed.  
 
This proposition is partially supported. The data indicates that workers approaches to 
practice situations had variable implications for SUR. When rights were afforded, this 
was often partial and conditional. The approach indicated by the front-line workers 
varied according to the particular right involved, and the way the workers’ location 
for practice related to the particular practice situation.  
While Proposition 4 was only partially supported by the data, it is apparent that 
SUR as a coherent service delivery logic was ultimately compromised in practice. 
This was least partly due to the SUR framework itself, which combined a range of 
types of principles and commitments under a ‘rights’ heading, and implicitly assumed 
these could be meaningfully incorporated into practice.  
Chapter 9 considers the factors that influenced front-line workers to account for 
SUR in the way they did. 
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Chapter 9   
 
The factors mediating front-line worker 
approaches to service user rights 
 
In Chapter 8 the way the sample of front-line workers approached practice in relation 
to service user rights (SUR) was detailed. Overall, service user rights were not 
approached as entitlements, but rather were discretionary, partial and variably 
afforded. This chapter explores the range of factors that mediated this practice and the 
relationships between them. It contributes to the argument of the study that front-line 
practice around SUR was highly contextualised: that is, front-line bureaucracy theory 
held true. The following proposition was generated in Chapter 3. 
 
Proposition 5 
Front-line practice occurs in contexts that contain a variety of competing 
considerations and constraints. These mediate the front-line 
operationalisation of SUR as stated in program-level documentation. The most 
influential mediating factors are the organisational policies and expectations, 
the model of service delivery in which the workers practice, the actual and 
perceived characteristics of the service user, and other competing practice 
values held by the workers. 
 
This proposition summarises a range of more specific propositions, numbered 7 to 
11, made in relation to its various elements. These are considered in light of the data 
throughout the chapter.  
The model previously depicted in Figure 3.1 suggested that various types of factors 
would mediate worker conceptions and practice approaches around SUR. The 
relationships between these factors were not known. The factors identified for 
investigation were:  
• the program; 
• the model of service delivery; 
• the organisations’ policies, expectations and endorsed processes; 
• the workers’ professional practice values; 
• the workers’ role and experience; 
• the workers’ view of the young person; 
• the expectations of the service user; 
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• particular characteristics of the service user; and 
• community attitudes to the service user.  
Figure 9.1 below depicts these factors in light of the data. The more darkly shaded 
boxes represent the most immediate and powerful mediating factors influencing front-
line practice. The evidence which determines these factors as influential is presented 
in this chapter.  
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Figure 9.1 Factors that most influenced front-line worker approaches  
 to SUR 
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Following consideration of the factors depicted in Figure 9.1, a framework is 
proposed that provides insight into the way the model of service delivery and the 
specific practice situation interacted, and in doing so influenced front-line practice 
around rights.  
Front-line practice can be argued to be situational (Fook 2002, p.142), and in 
relation to service user rights is largely influenced by four factors:  
• the particular characteristics of the model of service, namely the extent to which it 
was prescriptive of particular methods of intervention;  
• the role of the worker in the organisation (coordinator, front-line worker, sub-
professional); 
• the worker’s dominant practice values, which can also be expressed as the 
workers’ particular orientations to ‘what’s right’, and ‘rights’; and 
• the level of connection between service user and environment50 in the practice 
situation that the worker understood existed or they needed to respond to. 
Other considerations and influences, such as espoused program and organisational-
level policies and commitments to service users having rights, were mediated through 
these more proximate front-line practice ‘lenses’.  
 
Program-level influences on front-line practice 
 
Worker approaches to SUR did not strongly reflect the espoused program-level 
positions, with the exception of some specific rights that were central to either the 
goals of the program, or had been the subject of substantial demands for conformity. 
Workers rarely used, or saw as relevant, program-level policy documents in their 
everyday practice. These data are consistent with the conclusion drawn in relation to 
Proposition 6 (Chapter 6), that there was significant organisational autonomy in 
relation to SUR positions. 
 
                                                 
50
 The connection between service user and environment refers to the linkages and relationships that 
exist between the service user, and other people, or agencies. A service user is seen, to varying degrees, 
as an individual, with a singular identity and a significant level of autonomy, or in terms of their 
relationships to others. Such connection, between the young person and other individuals or agencies 
relevant to the practice situation, creates considerations that the worker must attend to in the way they 
undertake practice. The notion of user–environment connection is consistent with the view that the 
domain of social welfare practice is the interaction between people and social arrangements (O’Connor, 
Wilson & Setterlund 1995, p.11). 
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Organisational-level influences 
 
This section examines the way organisational policy positions, as evidenced in 
documentation, and workers’ more generalised organisational expectations, were 
reflected in their approaches to SUR practice. Table 9.1 below compares worker 
responses to the three scenarios with the organisational policies that applied to their 
service.  
 
Table 9.1 Correlation of worker responses to scenarios with organisational 
policies 
 
 
Organisation 
affirmed 
right to 
access file 
Worker 
affirmed 
right  
Organisation 
affirmed 
right to 
complain 
Worker 
affirmed 
right 
Organisation 
affirmed 
right to  
autonomy 
Worker 
affirmed 
right 
HACC 
n=4 
3 1 4 1  4 0 
SAAP 
n=11 
8  8 11  5  11 10  
AMFT 
n=4 
2 1  3 0 3 1 
YHPP 
n=4 
2 2 2 2 3 1 
Total 
N=23 
15 12 20 8 21 12 
 
In just under half the cases, the worker responses did not reflect the espoused pro-
rights organisational policy position that applied to the service (as displayed in Table 
6.1). Policy indicating that users had the right to complain was the least likely of those 
canvassed to be afforded in the practice accounts of workers, followed by the right of 
service users to autonomy. Clear, explicit, strong and operational organisational 
policies on SUR were generally not fully matched by rights-oriented front-line 
practice. Overall the data suggests that the influence of organisational SUR policies 
on the practice approaches by workers was variable. 
There was also evidence that, where a right was operationalised in such a way as to 
deal with inherent tensions and dilemmas, this could reduce the risk to front-line 
workers of affording that right. At times this operationalisation was accompanied by a 
reduction in the scope or accessibility to the right. For example, the right of service 
users to see personal files was dependent for some workers on the extent to which 
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good practice and a risk management approach had been applied to the writing of the 
file in the first place. Workers needed to feel confident about the content of the files in 
order to offer a clear rights-oriented process. In turn, the limited content of files 
written from such a perspective may well reduce the value of such a right. 
Workers tended not to adopt approaches to practice that had the effect of re-
examining or reversing decisions made at the front line. For example, worker 
responses to Scenario 2 concerning the right to complain showed a low level of 
congruence with stated organisational policy. In all but one service, the written 
policies afforded the service user the right to complain. However, many workers did 
not recognise, or did not respond to the scenario in a way that reflected an 
acknowledgement of this right. Further, a right to complain was widely accepted as 
not being realised in practice with young people. A series of interview questions about 
the workers’ experience of complaint-making in the service further explored this 
issue. The data from these questions indicates that: 
• Workers distinguished between formal complaints that were rarely made by 
clients, and almost never by young clients, and ‘dissatisfactions’, ‘grumbles’, 
‘bitching’, and ‘whingeing’, which were seen as largely emanating from the user’s 
own frustrations or inadequacies. 
• Young people who used the services did not complain. This was indicated by 
workers in all services, except those few who were located in SAAP services with 
proactive processes to garner feedback. They indicated that when unhappy with an 
aspect of service delivery young people ‘don’t say anything’, ‘tell others’, ‘act 
out’, ‘vandalise’, or ‘vote with their feet’. Further, workers believed that young 
service users felt scared, intimidated and disempowered, and knew they wouldn’t 
be heard through the  processes available to them.  
• Without practices that made young service users feel comfortable about speaking 
up, and which did this through a constant process of conversation about ‘how 
things are going’, ‘is this OK?’, the reality was ‘it’s all too hard for them’.  
In relation to the right to autonomy, workers indicated practices with few 
considerations of organisational policy, and little referral to management. Workers 
had apparent confidence in responding themselves, though clearly mindful of general 
organisational expectations, such as use of a style that was polite, non-blaming and/or 
professional, and which reflected casework practice values.  
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Virtually all workers reported a strong expectation on them from management that 
they would afford young people the rights detailed in organisational policies. About 
two-thirds of workers indicated that the level of adherence expected was very high or 
absolute. When asked for the indicators of the expectations the organisation held of 
them they cited: 
• Workers would be told if they were not doing it. 
• They had to sign a job contract that included adherence to policies, with sanctions 
applied to breaches. 
• There were unwritten expectations of workers by management and peers. 
• A strong organisational culture or ‘ethos’ supported client rights. For some 
workers this was not so much a culture of rights but a philosophy of caring, of 
meeting needs, or of particular practice values such as ‘the way that we speak’. 
• One worker referred to the substantial amount of relevant training that their 
service had workers undertake. 
• Staff had input into the service’s policies. 
It is apparent that there was a strong connection between organisational 
expectations as understood by the worker, and SUR practice. Written policies were 
only one component of these expectations, and seemingly a less influential one. 
Indeed there is evidence that everyday front-line practice was often decoupled from 
formally stated organisational expectations, as illustrated by the following points: 
• While the researcher-prompted factors of time pressure, financial resource 
limitations and the expectation to resolve client issues at a low level had some 
resonance with a minority of workers, the overall indication from workers was 
that organisational pressures did not significantly affect their front-line practice 
around SUR. Workers suggested that their own efforts generally insulated users 
from the negative impacts of those organisational pressures that the they, the 
workers, experienced.  
• Many workers did not refer to organisational policies, indicating they were largely 
irrelevant to everyday practice, were integrated into their practice, or were 
‘common sense’. 
Workers saw organisational constraints in terms of those things that impeded 
service quantity or quality, rather than as service delivery micro-processes that may 
impact on service user rights. Workers often positioned themselves as located 
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between the organisation and the service user, mediating the user’s experience of the 
organisational policies and requirements, whether these were seen as positive but 
somewhat bureaucratic, or limited and potentially negative. Overall organisational 
pressures, while they did exist, were seen as only mildly constraining SUR-oriented 
practice, and more constraining to the worker than the service user. There was some 
variability across workers from different programs. 
 
HACC workers  
 
The correspondence of HACC workers’ SUR approaches with organisational policy 
was variable. Most workers were oriented to generalised organisational expectations 
rather than to written policies. The result was conceptions of practice that did not 
provide a clear and robust orientation to SUR consistent with such rights being easily 
claimed. 
The one worker who took a rights-oriented approach was clearly influenced by the 
organisation, through its detailed and proactive operational-level strategies, and their 
CEO who provided leadership in this area. Even in this rights-affirming context, this 
worker did not take a rights-oriented approach in the scenario that explored the level 
of autonomy that would be afforded the young service user with a disability. The 
connection of the young person to the family system, and their relative lower status as 
a consumer, rendered program assertions as more rhetorical than operational, in that 
case.  
One HACC worker, who provided personal and leisure-based respite, had no 
knowledge of the organisational requirements of them in relation to rights of service 
users. When asked about organisational policies in relation to service user rights, this 
worker indicated: 
 
There would be policies in place. I’m sure I have a copy of them somewhere, 
[from] when I first started working here. 
 
Interviewer: What place do these have in your everyday practice? 
 
Personally, I can only tell you from my experience, I just deal again by the 
seat of my pants. I work the best I can with every possible situation, and take 
into account what is good for my client, what my client can get out of this, and 
whether my client wants to do this or not. 
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HACC standards were cited as existing by three of the workers, though two 
indicated they took an intuitive approach to practice, as requirements become ‘second 
nature’. Broad organisational statements were more useful to them.  
 
Our dynamics as an organisation have conditioned me, particularly in terms 
of our mission statement, and what we are actually trying to achieve. So yes, 
that helps me in my everyday work to remind myself of why we’re here, and 
what we are trying to achieve. (HACC worker) 
 
SAAP workers 
 
The place of organisational SUR policies in SAAP workers’ practice was also 
variable. Workers commonly indicated that practice around SUR became embedded 
over time, intertwined with other aspects of practice, rather than separate or additional 
to it. Policy documents were seen to present practice in a compartmentalised fashion 
that did not mirror reality, as illustrate by the following:  
  
Interviewer: Are all these [mechanisms that state service user rights policy] 
useful in some way in your practice, or are some just in filing cabinets?  
 
Probably I wouldn’t say useful, just part of it. A necessary part, they need to 
be there in order to have a legitimate process for young people to be serviced, 
and also for people coming into the jobs to have a guideline and direction. I 
think, over the course of time, they become so integral to your work that they 
are not useful in the sense that you actually take them out and have a look at 
them every day. (SAAP medium-term support worker) 
 
This characteristic was independent of the particular conception of rights held by a 
worker. Some SAAP workers were very vague about their organisation’s policies, and 
not sure of the physical location of these policies. It seems that workers had a 
pragmatic regard for rights-related policies and guidelines, typified by the comment 
by a SAAP medium-term accommodation worker that it was the ‘everyday stuff’ that 
was real to them, this being the rights and responsibilities as expressed in the service 
application pack. Other mechanisms available in this agency, such as a Code of 
Ethics, were not seen as useful in everyday practice.  
Some multi-service organisations in the sample had applied SAAP program 
policies and expectations to other services they operated. This helps explain why 
workers from these organisations, funded through other sampled programs, tended to 
display a higher level of orientation to SUR than was present in their own funding 
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program. Overall, SAAP workers considered operationally oriented documents the 
most useful. More generalised organisational policies were part of a vague backdrop, 
the responsibility of coordinators and boards. This lends some credence to the view 
that generalised SUR policies developed in organisations may have been more 
oriented to the satisfaction of funding requirements than the moderation of client-
service relations.  
 
AMFT workers 
 
All AMFT workers indicated they told clients of the organisations’ confidentiality 
policy. Beyond this it appears workers did not indicate or explain rights, other than in 
very specific circumstances, such as indicating the rights to refuse the video-recording 
of sessions. In the service with a Client Service Charter, its dissemination was 
passive, left on the waiting room table, and not given directly to clients. The 
decoupling of organisational policies on SUR and practice occurred because parents, 
who were seen as the primary client in many instances, looked to the workers as 
‘experts’, and these parents were easily satisfied with verbal assurances about 
confidentiality. As indicated in Table 9.2, AMFT workers generally did not afford 
SUR (as promoted in organisational policies) to service users. 
 
YHPP workers 
 
YHPP workers indicated little utilisation of organisational-level SUR policy 
documents. For example, one worker in a multi-service organisation that had 
extensive SUR policies, indicated that their own approach was ‘more just a personal 
philosophy’, and that organisational policy documents were ‘useful for me to read 
when I started but not now’. There seems to be very little pressure on workers from 
YHPP services in relation to SUR issues.  
  
 
Considering Proposition 7 
 
Organisational expectations and pressures condition the way front-line 
workers approach SUR. 
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It is concluded that the formal espoused positions of the organisations had a variable, 
but limited, translation to the practice approaches of front-line workers. Certainly 
workers indicated that they considered the organisational expectations to conform to 
these policies to be strong. The data is consistent with the view that workers followed 
organisational policy around SUR when this was operationally clear, and concerned 
routine or unproblematic situations. However, much front-line practice in relation to 
young people is clearly not of this character. The workers’ accounts of practice 
indicate that some rights areas were seen as the province of front-line discretion, 
while others, though clearly espoused, were not recognised in practice situations, or 
were actively subordinated to other considerations. The street-level bureaucracy view 
that front-line practice is complex and contingent rather than rule-bound (Maynard-
Moody & Musheno 2003, p.93) is strongly supported by the data.  
Where rights-oriented approaches were evident, it is likely that these were largely 
driven by other factors. As indicated in Figure 9.1, SUR practice was largely mediated 
by the following three factors: 
• the particular characteristics of the model of service delivery, namely the extent to 
which it was prescriptive of particular methods of intervention, and the role of the 
worker within this51; 
• the workers’ dominant practice values, which can also be expressed as the 
workers’ particular orientations to ‘what’s right’, and ‘rights’; 
• the level of service user – environment connection in the situation of the young 
person that workers understood they needed to respond to. 
 
                                                 
51
 The roles distinguished were those of front-line worker/coordinator, front-line worker and sub-
professional. 
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The model of service delivery 
 
For the purposes of this study, the model of service delivery was understood to be 
comprised of:   
• the criteria for being afforded the status of service user or client (including the 
recognition of multiple service users or clients within a ‘case’); 
• the service goals and desired outcomes or outputs; and 
• the sanctioned methods of service delivery. 
A model of service delivery may recognise single or multiple clients, and may have 
various goals and service delivery methods in relation to each of these. The mandate 
of workers is to work towards desired outcomes or outputs through the use of 
sanctioned methods, consistent with a particular role. Each of the themes embedded in 
the data is overviewed. They were: 
• the centrality of particular rights to particular models of service delivery; 
• workers’ prioritisation of endorsed goals and the application of sanctioned 
methods;  
• the particular understanding of clienthood, which had implications for service 
rules and processes, and consequentially for SUR;  
• workers’ defence of the operational capacity of the model of service . 
It also emerged that the workers’ role within the model of service delivery was a 
 mediating factor in how they positioned and responded to rights in their practice. 
Data in relation to this follows.  
 
The centrality of particular rights to particular models of service delivery 
 
The data indicates that some rights were more central to a particular model of service 
delivery than others. Such rights were relatively easily affirmed and operationalised 
by front-line workers, though often as practice principles rather than as entitlements. 
Some other rights promoted by the sampled programs were potentially threatening to 
the model of service delivery in a particular service context. These context-
threatening rights could expose the limitations of a model of service delivery, and thus 
were not operationalised or otherwise promoted. Some others were not seen as 
particularly relevant, and in the interview workers struggled to provide practice 
examples or worries in relation to these. Such rights can be thought of as context-
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peripheral. The links between the model of service delivery and the particular rights 
that were most central, challenging, and peripheral for workers are summarised below 
in Table 9.2.  
 
Table 9.2 Rights that were context-central, challenging, or peripheral 
 
Model of service 
delivery 
Context-central 
rights 
Context -
challenging rights 
Context-peripheral 
rights 
Functionally oriented 
individual support 
and advocacy  
e.g. some SAAP 
outreach, externally 
supported  individual 
accommodation 
Citizenship rights 
Access to available 
resources 
Choice within 
available options 
Right to complain 
about external 
agencies 
Right to complain 
about service delivery 
Right to minimum 
standards 
Communication rights 
Developmentally 
oriented individual 
support  
e.g. some SAAP support 
work located across 
various SAAP types  
Opportunity 
Empathetic support 
Voice in case 
planning 
Right to complain 
Consumer rights 
which assume 
autonomous 
individual competence 
Citizenship rights 
Communal crisis 
accommodation  
e.g. SAAP youth refuge 
and communal medium-
term accommodation 
Safety 
Mutual respect 
Responsibilities 
arising from rights 
Citizenship rights 
Right to complain 
about service delivery 
Individual consumer 
rights which tension 
against mutuality 
Other consumer rights 
Professionally 
facilitated 
relationship 
improvement  
e.g. AMFT services 
Communication 
rights, including 
confidentiality, 
choice within family 
status expectations, 
safety within family 
Rights which promote 
adversarial relations 
Right to complain 
about service delivery 
Right to advocacy 
support 
Individual consumer 
rights which dilute 
professional status 
Citizenship rights 
Other consumer rights 
 
Some services and some workers drew on more than one of these models of service 
delivery in their practice. For example, YHPP workers reflected a mix of functional 
individual, developmental and relational characteristics in their service delivery 
approach. This helps explain why some YHPP workers were more rights-oriented 
than their program location would suggest. It is apparent that front-line workers’ 
orientation to particular rights was heavily conditioned by the characteristics of the 
model of service delivery as interpreted and implemented by them.  
 
 258 
Workers prioritised the pursuit of endorsed goals and the application of 
sanctioned methods 
 
The above analysis also suggests that SUR may be effectively muted or undermined 
as a product of targeting and methodologically specific service delivery. Service 
users, it appears, have the right to autonomy only within the context and orientation of 
the model of service. Specialist human services from this perspective are commodities 
that are accessed by service user choice. Workers, particularly from services with a 
specific agenda and mandate, work on the basis that users enter into a contract 
(explicit or implicit) with the service and worker upon accessing the service. From a 
worker’s position this amounts to no more than explaining what the service goals 
and/or methods are, and checking that this is what the user requires — a soft form of 
‘informed consent’. Such contracts, which can be seen as part of a shift to defining 
human services as niche services for selective consumption by informed and rational 
consumers, are often negotiated quite informally. This appears to erode the rights of 
users to autonomy in later service delivery.  
The rights of users were not actively promoted or pursued when these were not in 
line with sanctioned practice outcomes. Such outcomes, as understood by workers, 
appeared to be organisational interpretations of the funding program objectives. While 
‘rights’ were important to many workers, the reality of front-line practice is that rights 
were not seen as having a great deal of utility in creating positive outcomes. For 
example, some workers were concerned that access to files did not undermine the 
chances of achieving the service goal. This was particularly true where workers were 
located in practice contexts where a limited number of outcomes were perceived as 
positive, such as those oriented to family reunification. A worker’s orientation to a 
small range of specific desired outcomes had the effect of constraining rights-oriented 
practice.  
In AMFT services, the parental request for assistance in Scenario 3 was consistent 
with the primary goal of the program. This created a difficulty for workers, as they 
needed to moderate the extent to which the young person was afforded the right to 
self-determination, by strongly encouraging contact with the parents, or pressuring the 
young person to return ‘home’. Self-determination as a core value in social work 
practice has been criticised as being difficult to understand in its absolute form (Horne 
1999, p.13). Workers applying models of service delivery that prioritised continuity of 
young people’s residence with parents clearly had difficulty in this respect. Workers 
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stated they experienced a practice worry when they felt there was pressure ethically or 
pragmatically to use processes that could contradict the broad goals and methods of 
the model of service, as locally understood and promoted. In a mediation service, such 
a practice worry could arise from supporting an individual’s rights when this may be 
construed as taking sides in a family conflict, or by departing from the dominant 
individualised service model if in a ‘youth service’. Conversely, rights-related issues 
sometimes provided opportunities to apply the model of service. In such 
circumstances, it was not necessary for a right to be specified in policy to be afforded 
by a worker, in a discretionary form. 
 
The particular understanding of clienthood had implications for service rules 
and processes, and consequentially for SUR 
 
A key descriptor of the model of service was the way it defined clienthood (Doel & 
Marsh 1992, pp.10-12). The applied definition included the criteria for access to the 
service, the various parties who in some way were seen as clients of the service, and 
the variable statuses these different clients were afforded.  
Service user rights are afforded on the basis of clienthood being conferred on a 
young person by the worker. This activates the casework relationship and any 
accompanying rights. The access to basic SUR can diminish when clienthood isn’t 
established, or becomes doubtful or tenuous in the mind of worker. For example, one 
refuge worker saw some young people seeking assistance as ‘being not homeless’, 
and so did not afford them any rights to confidentiality or autonomy, despite strong 
service policy in these respects:  
 
I had two young sisters come the other day and they wanted accommodation 
and I assessed them as being not homeless. And they just had a tiff with their 
parents, and they refused to go home and I managed to get the parents’ phone 
number, and I managed to get the phone number of where they were staying, 
and they begged me not to give that phone number to the parents so when I 
phoned the parents, I was caught whether to respect what the young person 
said, or tell this parent the phone number of where they were staying in terms 
of their safety and so on. So I chose to tell the parent the phone number and it 
was a conflict. And I held off until the end of the conversation, and just 
decided no it’s my duty of care also to make sure these kids are somewhere 
safe and in the right hands. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
SUR became particularly problematic when the model of service delivery 
recognised various parties as clients, often extending differing statuses and ‘rights’ to 
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these different parties. For example, HACC workers were very aware that in respite 
services both the parents and the young person with a disability were clients in some 
sense. A tension existed between respite as a service for parents, and respite as a 
service, albeit recreational and social in nature, for the young person. In this type of 
multiple-client context, there were no clear ways of applying liberal conceptions of 
rights for the individual. Who decided boundaries and rules for the young person? 
Parents, the young person, or the service? One medium-term accommodation worker 
indicated that when the service accommodated under-16-year-olds, parents were able 
to set boundaries around what the young person did outside the service, and what time 
they had to be back at the service (‘curfew’). This was intended as a way of lessening 
the gap between the home environment and the service environment, and to make re-
engagement with the family more likely. Here service delivery attempted to be more 
naturalistic, and to more closely replicate a young person’s home environment where 
rights were not a key concept. It is also an example of how workers’ understanding of 
service user – environment connection influenced their approach to rights. 
 
Workers defended the capacity of the model of service to operate 
 
Part of a worker’s mandate is to facilitate implementation of the model of service 
delivery, consistent with their role within it. It was apparent in the data that this 
included protecting the model from becoming unstable. This was particularly apparent 
in the way workers cited practices that constrained the realisation of the right to 
complain, and conversely were highly mindful of duty of care and safety 
responsibilities. The logic used by some workers was clearly oriented to asserting 
that, to be effective, the model of service ‘must’ operate in a certain way. For 
example, one refuge worker indicated that if house rules were not asserted, then ‘the 
house splits’. Eviction for this worker would be the consequence if the young person 
was not willing to ‘work through issues’, that is, to engage cooperatively with the 
workers to render the house stable. Workers reported a range of practice strategies 
employed by themselves or their services which had the effect of managing the 
service delivery process in a protective way.  
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The role of the worker 
 
The term ‘role’ in relation to organisations has been defined as ‘the set of expected 
behaviours for a particular job-holder or group of job-holders’ (Jones & May 1992, 
p.189). Role was indicated by the data as sometimes highly significant in the way a 
worker understood and approached rights. SUR awareness and mandate seems to have 
been located primarily in professional and managerial roles.  
Conversely, there was evidence to suggest that such awareness and mandate may 
not be as clearly situated with workers in sub-professional roles. For example, a 
HACC worker in the sample, who provided social and leisure-oriented respite to 
mainly young people with disabilities, saw a young service user’s request to see 
information held about them as entirely irrelevant, as they saw their role as outside, 
and subservient to, both professional and management roles. This worker was not 
literate about SUR provisions, and saw their practice as narrowly defined by their 
very specific and limited role. In areas such as disability and aged services, sub-
professional workers play an important role in the life of young people with 
disabilities, who in policy are afforded a range of ‘consumer rights’. This case 
supports the view that SUR ‘literacy’ may have reached the level of the professional 
worker, but not those involved in direct personal care and support roles, unless very 
specific training and support were provided. This view is supported by other data 
from the HACC cases where organisational documentation and verbal reports cited 
the training of carers and volunteers in their rights, but did not refer to similar training 
in relation to the rights of those being cared for.  
Further evidence for the importance of the workers’ role came from sampled 
workers with experience in coordination roles. These workers’ accounts reflected a 
greater level of policy analysis and awareness of organisational-level SUR 
considerations than the accounts of workers without such experience. For example, 
SAAP accommodation-based workers commonly distinguished between their practice 
in a case management role with particular young people, and their practice in the role 
of supervisor of the accommodation facility.  
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Considering Proposition 8 
 
The model of service delivery strongly conditions how front-line workers 
approach SUR.  
 
The results discussed immediately above strongly support this proposition. The model 
of service delivery provides a powerful context in which rights are acknowledged, 
seen as threatening or seen as peripheral. In many respects, the model of service 
delivery is the vantage point from which the worker observes and makes sense of the 
practice landscape. SUR may be effectively muted or undermined as a product of 
program and service level targeting and methodologically specific service delivery. 
As depicted in Figure 9.1, a range of influences and considerations are mediated 
through the model of service delivery, and the workers’ role within it.  
 
Considering Proposition 9 
 
SUR are less amenable to adoption by front-line workers in models of service 
that are relational in orientation. 
 
As indicated in Chapter 7, explicit service user rights-as-entitlements had little utility 
for workers in models of service that were relational in orientation. SUR was 
particularly problematic when the model of service delivery recognised various 
parties as clients, often with differential status, and when the sanctioned outcomes and 
processes prioritised improved relationships over the delivery of specific goods. 
Rights were not seen as having a great deal of utility in creating positive outcomes 
when the target problem involved relationships. Later in this chapter this relational 
character will be enlarged to include young people’s connection with other social 
resources, such as school. It was apparent that rights were less amenable in a model of 
service delivery that was both relational and prescriptive, as this allowed few 
opportunities to use intervention processes that maximised rights and pursued 
improved relationships. 
 
Workers’ professional and personal practice values 
 
As discussed in Chapter 3, the values and standards that should underpin human 
service practice have been the subject of extensive attention. It is beyond the scope of 
this study to fully canvass these values. Some, however, present as particularly 
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relevant to this study. The values suggested by Horne (1999) are used here as they 
reflect the data. Horne suggested ‘respect for persons’ as fundamental to the 
discussions of values in social work literature (Horne 1999, p.3) and suggested the 
following schema of values as derivative: 
• ends and means52; 
• rationality53; 
• autonomy54; 
• personhood55; 
• the relationship between autonomy and paternalism56.. 
It is important to emphasise that these are not uncontested or easily described 
values. Rather, they are constructs around which there has been substantial debate, 
much of it oriented to their complex, indeterminate and problematic character. A 
number of these core values are predictably embedded in the accounts of the sampled 
workers. Of relevance to this study is the relationship between these values and the 
way workers understand and explain their practice around service user rights.  
SUR embody core human services values in a number of respects. First, both 
human service values and SUR are largely individualistic in orientation. Second, 
particular SUR are underpinned by, or are expressions of, these values. For example 
the value of autonomy, which has been argued as derivative of having respect for 
persons, manifests in practice as a continuum from an absolute right to self-
determination, to an aspirational ideal of maximising some specific areas of autonomy 
(Horne 1999, p.3). The rights-oriented version of the principle of autonomy is 
reflected in the following consideration of ethics in professional practice: 
 
Autonomy refers to the promotion of self-determination, or the freedom of 
clients to choose their own direction. Respect for autonomy entails 
                                                 
52
 Ends and means refers to the principle derived from Kant that ‘people should be treated as ends in 
themselves, not as means to ends’ and thus as having unconditional moral worth (Horne 1999, p.4). 
53
 Respect for persons includes a respect for their rationality, that is, their capacities to choose and 
execute their own plans (Horne 1999, p.5). 
54
 Autonomy is valued as both a means to the achievement of goals, and as an end. It is argued as 
particularly pertinent to social care intervention, given the aim of increasing the individual’s ability to 
be independent of that assistance. 
55
 Personhood refers to the extent a user of social care services is considered to be a full person. This 
raises issues and debates in relation to users who have or are assumed to have different levels of 
capability (Horne 1999, pp.7-8).  
56
 Paternalism involves the use of particular justifications and interventions which turn someone away 
from or by-pass their preferences or judgements, on the basis that this is in their interests (Timms 1983 
in Horne 1999, p.9). 
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acknowledging the right of another to choose and act in accordance with his 
or her wishes, and the professional behaves in a way that enables this right of 
another person (Corey, Corey & Callanan 2003, p.16). 
 
The data indicates that front-line workers’ approaches to SUR were influenced by: 
• the workers’ particular orientation to what was ‘right’ practice. ‘Rights’ was one 
possible contributing element within the more dominant frame of ‘what’s right’; 
• the workers’ approach to power relations between themselves and young service 
users, or how they resolved the pressures for granting autonomy versus exercising 
or endorsing paternalism;  
• the discipline base of workers’ qualification(s). 
 
What’s right but not ‘rights’? 
 
The tendency of front-line workers to make practice decisions according to ‘what’s 
right’ rather than ‘rights’ pervaded their accounts, consistent with previous research 
(O’Connor 1987). How ‘what’s right’ was defined varied from worker to worker, and 
could include a range of considerations referred to in Figure 9.1.  
It was apparent that considerations of what was the right thing to do (what’s right) 
often competed with and undermined the affording of a service user right. Examples 
of what was considered right included: 
• application of a deeply held value about how practice should be undertaken, which 
could derive from either professional or personal values; 
• distinguishing between those young people worthy and unworthy of proactive 
support; 
• the use of practice processes to establish what was the right thing to do; 
• application of what was endorsed by the service as the right approach. 
HACC and AMFT workers spoke of the importance of faith and trust developed in 
working relationships:  
Six years, I’ve known families for six years so they have a trust in me that I 
would do right by them, but also right by their son or daughter, but those 
rights conflict. (HACC worker) 
 
For some workers, Scenario 3 represented a serious ethical dilemma, with 
competing obligations or what has been termed ‘principle ethics’ (Meara, Schmidt & 
Day 1996; Cory, Cory & Callinan 2003, p.13). The choice was one of applying 
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confidentiality and truth telling, versus damaging the professional therapeutic 
relationship with the parent(s), and dealing with the potential for escalating conflict. 
Judgements of right practice, rather than rights per se, were the major consideration, 
premised on conforming to strongly held professional values. In relation to a parent 
asking the worker for the whereabouts of the 15-year-old son/daughter, one worker 
graphically illustrated this tension, with the principle of ‘keeping faith’ (a derivative 
of the value of affording personhood) with all parties in jeopardy:  
 
I’d really hate that situation; I’d try to avoid it if I possibly could. If I say I 
don’t know, I’m lying. And I’ve lost credibility and integrity … I’ve been in 
this situation. No this was not in this service, it was in another service, and I 
told the parent they could contact the place, they did, the police contacted me 
and it was all sorted out. But I kept faith with the child, because the child was 
standing beside me. But how do I keep faith with the parent, and faith with the 
child? That’s the dilemma and I think I might attempt to avoid the situation, I 
might attempt to avoid answering. But if the child has said not to tell them, 
I’ve got a safety issue, and I’m thinking of my therapeutic practice with the 
child down the track. I think my only way out would be to be up front with the 
parent about that. And I may well, and it may well all just blow up. (AMFT 
worker)  
 
The data is consistent with the analysis of Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003, p.94) 
who indicate that one way in which front-line workers make decisions is on the basis 
of the judged worthiness of the service user. 
In scenarios that involved the young service user making a claim to a right, many 
workers engaged in deductive questioning which required the user to justify or 
explain their request. This investigative approach was driven, it appears, by the 
workers’ need to ascertain the ‘truth’ about a situation and the correct response, from 
a range of options potentially open to them. Workers generally saw it is as important 
to intervene when they considered service user behaviour was wrong. For example, in 
relation to Scenario 2, which concerned a worker’s refusal to work with a young 
person who had been abusive to them, a number of workers responded firmly that the 
young person should be reprimanded, or the appropriateness of their behaviour 
challenged. Rather than consider rights elements of the scenario, these workers were 
concerned about ‘what’s wrong’, and the enforcement of service rules regarding 
responsible and acceptable behaviour by service users.  
Rights considerations were usually subservient to a range of other considerations, 
unless the worker had little else to guide them, and the right concerned reflected a 
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core value of the service, or their own professional orientation. The mediating of 
rights through other more dominant practice values was made possible by the often 
substantial discretion workers had around what practice processes to employ. The 
highly varied responses to interview scenarios across workers in similar service 
contexts supports this, and was particularly true in those areas of practice where rights 
were not clearly operationalised.  
 
The tensions between client autonomy and paternalism 
 
Practice was in some cases dominated by values that saw the front-line worker as an 
expert professional. For example, in response to Scenario 2, all AMFT workers 
applied ‘expert’ professional, and therapeutic values that were reinforced by the 
relational and relatively prescriptive model of service, and by the expectations of 
clients themselves:  
 
A lot of people don’t question the expert in the expert role. We try to 
encourage them to do that though, we say ‘If there are any problems at all 
with this, that’s okay’ and try and humanise ourselves a bit more with them. 
But it all goes back to the medical model where the doctor is the expert and I 
think that’s where a lot of clients are coming from. (AMFT worker) 
 
Concepts of best interests and duty of care, which can provide legitimacy for 
prioritising worker and service definitions of problems and needed interventions, also 
informed workers’ accounts of practice, particularly in relation to young people at the 
lower end of the age range explored (13 years). While workers did not generally apply 
a chronological age framework to decision making, other than around legal 
imperatives, some did experience additional practice worries in affording rights to 
those socially constructed as normally dependent on adult direction.  
The tensions between autonomy and paternalism are graphically displayed when 
workers talked of the relevance of the ‘best interests’ construct to their practice. A 
number of trends were clearly evident. Almost all workers indicated that ‘best 
interests’ was a relevant concept in their practice. Workers used this concept in a 
number of ways. Most workers from relational services and HACC services indicated 
that the family of the young person was the best arbiter of what was in that young 
person’s best interests. Some workers, including most SAAP refuge workers, 
indicated that, on the basis of their judgement of the best interests of the young 
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person, they would act against the wishes, or without the permission of, the young 
person. This was considered necessary in situations judged as abusive, dangerous, or 
in some cases morally contentious. Less than a third of workers (mainly in medium-
term and outreach SAAP services) saw best interests as something the young person 
ultimately decided as an outcome of a communicative and contextualising process. 
SUR can also be seen to sit beneath and not replace other human service practice 
values. For example, in responding empathetically to parents and encouraging 
reconciliation-oriented communication, a number of workers talked about the 
importance of convincing the young person of the value in doing this. These workers 
regarded the outcome of reconciliation as justifying practice that presented and 
encouraged only certain options with the young service user. While these workers do 
not explicitly refute self-determination as a practice principle, they clearly evaluate 
various possible outcomes differently. In place of the right to autonomy are the more 
diffuse principles of respect, and joint decision-making. These same workers 
generally indicated they would not override the right to self-determination in the face 
of clear opposition from the young person. They would respect the young person’s 
wishes if they resisted the worker’s preference for them to agree to those actions that 
are consistent with family connection, which are often the mission of the service. The 
consideration of rights was as ‘bottom lines’ after other strategies had been discussed 
and encouraged.  
Front-line practice was largely about the management of, and response to, 
situational issues, not about affording rights to service users. Affording rights was not 
the ‘core business’ of front-line practice, a position that can be paralleled in many 
other service contexts. Rights, applied as practice values, were generally ones of ‘last 
resort’.   
 
Differences according to qualifications 
 
Data about worker qualifications were analysed with the following two 
understandings in mind. First, professional qualifications and associations can be a 
source of professional values (Jones and May 1992, p.290; DiMaggio & Powell 
1991). Second, the extent of influence of professional norms could be expected to be 
greater in graduates with long-standing professional degrees than in the more 
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dispersed range of qualifications clustered under a human services label57. Of the 23 
workers in the sample, one-third had qualifications in psychology, and another third in 
human services. The remaining third mostly comprised workers with no post-
secondary qualifications. One worker had social work qualifications and one had 
nursing qualifications.  
This data is consistent with professional values arising from training in, and 
association within, a professional logic influencing worker approaches to SUR. Those 
workers with psychology qualifications were almost twice as likely as those holding 
human services qualifications to indicate rights-undermining approaches. This was 
even more pronounced when worker responses to Scenario 1 (right to access file 
information), and Scenario 2 (right to complain) were examined. This distinction was 
maintained between workers with psychology and human service qualifications who 
worked in SAAP services. Responses to Scenario 3, which involved the right to 
autonomy, did not display this distinction between workers between workers with 
psychology and human service degree qualifications, consistent with the view that 
where rights categories overlay core professional practice values, they are more easily 
adopted in practice. Workers with psychology qualifications also used casework-level 
interventions more frequently than human service graduates58. Although the number 
of cases is small, this data supports the proposition that professional values are 
influential. Workers with no qualifications tended to polarise as either entirely rights-
undermining or entirely rights-oriented, consistent with their approaches being more 
strongly influenced by personal or service values.   
 
Considering Proposition 10  
 
Front-line worker approaches to SUR practice are mediated through their 
normative practice values, which may or may not be consistent with SUR-
oriented practice.  
 
The above data supports the view that the normative values of workers do influence 
front-line workers’ practice around SUR. It appears that these values can be 
professional norms, at least partly derived from professional training, and personal 
                                                 
57
 There has been a proliferation of a diversity of pre-service undergraduate human service programs in 
Australia from the 1980s (McDonald 1999, p.21). These graduates have not been as heavily 
represented by associations claiming professional status as has been the case with psychology and 
social work.  
58
 Appendix H contains a table displaying worker responses to each scenario and their qualifications.  
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values, both of which can lead the worker to prioritise what they consider to be the 
right thing to do in the circumstances, rather than to prioritise rights. Rights that do 
not closely match such values are less likely to being afforded. At best, SUR was one 
of a complex of value considerations for workers. In the face of this, a clustered and 
decontextualised approach to SUR in program and organisational policies was often 
unable to translate to coherent front-line practice.  
 
Workers’ conception of the young person as service user 
 
Workers had a variety of conceptions about the characteristics of the young people 
they worked with, and the implications these had for their approaches to practice 
around SUR. Figure 9.1 suggests that these conceptions influenced practice in two 
ways. First, they informed and reflected practice values as previously described, and 
carried implicit orientations to young people being rights-holders. Second, these 
conceptions operated as a lens for viewing the way practice situations were 
understood, and provided a powerful part of the normative basis for practice. The 
analysis of the data indicates that the following conceptions were influential: 
• workers’ views of user expectations;  
• the age of the service users; 
• workers’ judgements of service users’ maturity. 
 
Workers’ views of user expectations 
 
Most workers indicated that young people did not see themselves as having rights. 
Others were ambivalent, while only a few considered that young people did see 
themselves as having rights. This suggests that there was for most workers little 
pressure from young people in relation to rights. To gain a more complex view, 
workers were asked about the expectations young people commonly had of outcomes 
from, and process of, their service delivery, as well as the implications of these 
expectations for what the workers had to do, and had to avoid, in practice. It was 
apparent that workers’ approaches to practice around SUR were in part conditioned 
by these expectations. See Table 9.3 for a summary of the data.  
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Table 9.3 Service user expectations as understood by front-line workers 
 
Program 
location 
User expectations about 
outcomes  
User expectations about 
process 
How workers view these  Implications for practice 
HACC 
workers 
Young people wanted a 
good time, and to do those 
activities they liked.  
Wanted workers to interact as 
friends or mentors (not 
parents). Parents expected 
young person to be well 
looked after. 
As generally unproblematic. Each disabled young person was 
different (‘quirks’). Emphasis on 
choice within safe, behaviourally 
appropriate boundaries. 
SAAP 
workers 
Either low expectations 
oriented to basic provisions, 
or wanted longer-term 
functional outcomes such 
as own accommodation. 
Wanted a high level of 
immediate responsiveness 
from worker and service in a 
non-controlling style.69 
Divided young people into 
those who had extensive 
knowledge of ‘system’ 
(demanding) and those just 
out of home (often 
unrealistic).  
Worker style required was open 
and respectful, but defensive or 
somewhat paternalistic. Themes 
of being consistent, having 
boundaries which limit 
relationship with user, and setting 
realistic expectations for user. 
AMFT 
workers 
All clients wanted situation 
to improve and defined this 
as change in other people. 
Expected worker to ‘fix’ 
others.  
Young people anticipated  
controlling style. Both young 
people and workers expect 
worker to align with parents. 
Divided young people into 
those who were in conflict 
with parents (relatively 
powerless), and those who 
were involuntary (resistant). 
Need for worker neutrality and to 
encourage communication from 
defensive clients. 
Tension between expectations and 
democratic style of 
counselling/mediation used.  
YHPP 
workers 
Young people wanted 
situation to improve (often 
more freedom). 
Parents wanted workers to 
‘fix’ the young person. 
Young people wanted 
informality and respect. 
Clients didn’t expect to have 
to do a great deal (passive 
role). 
Accent on diversity of clients 
and conflicting expectations 
between clients.  
Worker had to deal flexibly with 
differing expectations. Promoted 
worker neutrality. Provided 
information to manage 
expectations.  
                                                 
69
 This is consistent with O’Connor (1989) where it was found that homeless young people wanted open, non-controlling relationships with workers. 
 271 
Workers generally saw older young people as more interested in functional and 
individual rather than relational outcomes, and in a more open, informal 
communication style. Workers commonly distinguished between categories of young 
people in terms of expectations, referring to the different situations that led young 
people to the service, and their level of prior experience with the service system:  
 
The different groups of clients appear to have different issues or desire 
different outcomes from the service. I want outcomes, I want a relationship, I 
want a Dad. (YHPP worker)  
 
The difference is the people who have been in the system a long time. It’s not 
as if they see you as a person to appreciate for what you have done for them. 
You are seen as a person who is expected to do all what is to be done for them, 
as opposed to someone who has come in after trauma from home, has left 
home and a youth worker is doing everything they can to support this person. 
(SAAP refuge worker) 
 
Most SAAP workers mentioned young people expecting or wanting their own 
independent accommodation, particularly if they were in the older age group (about 
16 years plus), an expectation the workers generally saw as unrealistic. They saw 
younger users as generally expecting or wanting emotional support, affection, and 
freedom. All SAAP workers talked of young people as having wants and expectations 
that were quite difficult to attain, or unreasonable, which numbers of these workers 
experienced as young people being ‘demanding’:  
 
They want it and they want it now! (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
A common theme across SAAP workers, particularly those from crisis 
accommodation services, was that the service, rather than the young person, 
established expectations, via principles, rules, or processes that young people needed 
to engage with, or adhere to. The key issue for AMFT and YHPP workers was the 
parental judging style of communication anticipated, and the respectful, listening and 
valuing ideals that workers held, and which they saw young people as wanting them 
to apply. These workers felt they had the challenging task of being neutral, while 
encouraging clients, who were often defensive, to openly participate in a well-defined 
process. HACC workers indicated that young service users expected workers to be 
‘mentors and friends and not teachers and mums’, at ‘their level’ — expectations 
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informed by their preferences and desire for greater freedom than was experienced at 
home, rather than parental in style. Parents had strong expectations around safety.  
Overall, workers did not see young service users as having expectations or 
demands about rights, or if they did, these were viewed with suspicion. Worker 
understandings about user expectations did not encourage or drive front-line practice 
in a direction that prioritised SUR.  
 
The age of the service user  
 
The construct of age can be defined in various ways. Two are used in this study: 
chronological age, as used within public administration; and sociogenic, which refers 
to the normative views and assumptions applied to the process of becoming older 
(Franklin & Franklin 1990, p.2). Reflecting the construct of sociogenic age, notions of 
‘adolescence’ and ‘youth’ have been suggested to be socially constructed . While this 
study used a chronological approach to question workers about age-based differences 
to their approaches to SUR, the analysis of the data was interested in both the 
differences associated with differing chronological age, and the normative 
perspectives of workers in relation to young people. 
Workers had a reasonably clear, though generalised, view of what their 
organisation expected of them in relation to practice with young service users of 
different ages. However, apart from legal considerations and obligations arising from 
chronological age, these views are not generally the subject of formal policy, and 
workers are generally left to  consider the relationship between age and their 
discretionary practice. The scenario data indicates a number of features of this 
responsibility on the part of workers: 
• In relation to affording some rights, most workers considered age of the service 
user irrelevant. For example, in relation to the right to access personal 
information, virtually all workers indicated there would be no difference in their 
response if the young person was 13 or 18 years old. The capacity of a 13-year-old 
to understand the information on file was cited by some workers as a 
consideration.  
• In relation to affording the right to autonomy, workers did consider the age of the 
young person relevant. This had three dimensions. The first was the legal 
obligation to notify State child protection authorities in relation to young people 
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under the age of 15 or 16. The second was a legal and normative view that a 
young person of 18 years should be allowed to, and is generally able to, make life 
decisions themselves. The third dimension, which reflected organisational duty of 
care as well as normative considerations, was a concern about the safety of, and 
risk to, the young person, and the imperative that these created for intervention. 
The second source of data on the influence of age was worker indications of the 
SUR issues they most commonly encountered, and which caused them the most 
practice worry. Questions were asked in relation to young people generally, and 
specifically about 13 and 18-year-olds. For 13-year-old service users, most workers 
indicated that the most common client rights issues they encountered related to the 
right to autonomy. Almost half cited the right to confidentiality, and some cited the 
right to information. All the workers from AMFT and YHPP services cited 
confidentiality as the most common client rights issue encountered, and most of the 
SAAP workers cited autonomy or an aspect of it, with specific examples concerning 
the level of autonomy that is, or should be, afforded young people in case planning, 
rules limiting freedom, and mandatory reporting against a young person’s wishes. 
Issues around rights to information, safety, access to services, and to make a 
complaint were each indicated by one or two workers from SAAP services. Most 
workers from HACC services cited the client’s right to autonomy, in the sense that 
rights were located with the families of young service users with disabilities, and the 
young people had little or no voice themselves.   
There was a much wider spread across rights categories when workers were asked 
for those issues which caused them the most practice worry or concern in relation to 
13-year-olds, though autonomy was again the rights area most mentioned. Only one 
worker (a personal support worker in HACC) indicated that they had no practice 
worries. The practice worries cited by workers were: 
• supporting some decisions young people might make, such as leaving home, when 
it was not in the workers’ view the obvious or ‘right’ course of action; 
• getting young people to do those things workers believed would be beneficial for 
them, for example, attending school; 
• the naivety of some young people, combined with the legal need for protection, 
and the workers’ sense of accountability to organisational or legal requirements; 
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• young service users’ safety, arising from their association with others met in the 
communal model of accommodation provision, or from the danger of self-harm;  
• dealing with demands from parents to ‘fix the child’, which necessitated dealing in 
some way with the power relations evident in the family, and attempting to 
improve parenting style; 
• a view that advocates of young people don’t put the young person’s actual view 
across;  
• how young people might interpret information (‘have to be careful about what you 
say in front of them’ HACC worker); 
• confidentiality worries arising from a team approach in services, the way inter-
service communication shares client information, or what to do with information 
seen as relevant to parents (for example, a 13-year-old having unprotected sex, or 
needing a pregnancy test); 
• the lack of service provision or respect for young peoples’ rights from other 
agencies, with statutory child protection authorities and schools specifically 
mentioned; 
• young people being given incorrect information, or no information, on why they 
have been refused access to service, or had service withdrawn;  
• concern about the lack of complaints and appeals processes. 
In relation to young people around 18 years of age, only some workers indicated 
practice worries in relation to SUR. The worries, relating to information, privacy and 
confidentiality, autonomy, and citizenship, were:  
• the competence of the young person to make ‘good’ decisions, or to deal with the 
autonomy that came with independent living. Examples included young people 
having goals that indicated their decision making was impaired; whether young 
people needed advocacy support to help them make decisions; young people 
wanting to see movies that, although they could legally do so, were not seen as 
appropriate; and young people not having the life skills needed for the 
responsibilities of ‘real life’, such as paying rent. 
• the over-restrictive nature of some models of service for 18 year olds. This 
particularly applied in communal youth accommodation settings, where 
consistency of rules and responsibilities was valued, and where shared living 
spaces provided less privacy than young people of this age wanted.  
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• the lack of access for 18-year-olds to appropriate services and supports in the 
community. Several workers indicated this age group was very poorly provided 
for in terms of housing, education, and other community services.  
The accounts of workers reveal an implicit tension between the legal construction 
of young people of 18 years as adult, and the social construction by families, services 
and governments of these same young people as in ‘transition’ to an independent 
status. There was a strong link between the rights areas workers indicated concern 
about, and the models of service delivery they were located in. Specifically, workers 
cited concerns and tensions which acted as constraints to the successful delivery of 
their model of service. For example, accommodation workers cited concerns about the 
lack of social resources that would facilitate young people’s establishing an 
independent living situation, and relationally oriented workers cited constraints to 
their capacity to improve relationships. Age, and characteristics the worker’s 
associated with age, were a factor in these concerns to the extent that it impacted on 
the workers’ capacity to deliver the model of service delivery as they interpreted it, 
and to achieve outcomes as they and their model of service defined.  
 
Judgements of maturity 
 
The construct of maturity was used in the interview as a method of accessing workers’ 
normative views about young peoples’ claim to be rights-holders. ‘Maturity’ was not 
defined, though workers were asked for the indicators they used in judging it. 
Workers were relatively evenly divided between those who considered that 
judgements about a young person’s maturity affected, or not, their practice around 
SUR. The key influence was the extent to which the model of service delivery 
depended on the young person behaving in a particular way. AMFT workers 
subsumed the young person into the family context by using family therapy and 
mediation interventions. It was only when young people wanted to be independent 
that maturity was an issue. Conversely, refuge workers all indicated that their 
judgements of the maturity of the young person did influence their practice around 
SUR. This was based on two observations. First, the communal model of service 
required that young people behave in certain rules-conforming ways to be afforded 
rights. Second, in order to move to more independent living situations, young people 
needed to be able to look after themselves, an attribute seen as requiring a degree of 
maturity. Overall, it was apparent that worker judgements of maturity did have 
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implications for their practice when the worker was the person who had primary 
responsibility for the care of the young person, and where young people were able to, 
or wanted to act independently. Such contexts for practice were largely derived from 
the particular model of service delivery.  
Workers’ practice worries and strategies in relation to a client’s gender, ethnicity, 
race and socioeconomic status were also investigated. While most workers were able 
to specify some practice worries in relation to some of these, overall they had few 
strategies in place for dealing with them.  
 
Considering Proposition 11 
 
Front-line worker approaches to SUR practice are conditioned by the way 
they characterise young people as service users. Such characterisations are 
likely to be various, but reflect workers’ particular normative assumptions 
about young service users, which affect their status as rights-holders.  
 
Proposition 11 was supported by the above data, and by other data referred to in 
Chapter 8 that outlined worker views of practice. It is also clear that not all relevant 
constructions of the young person as service user are age based (whether this be 
chronological or sociogenic). Both legal and social perspectives inform worker 
approaches and can be in tension regarding SUR. Age, and characteristics the 
worker’s associated with age, were a factor in these concerns to the extent that they 
impacted on the workers’ capacity to deliver the model of service delivery as they 
interpreted it, and to achieve outcomes as sanctioned in model of service, or held 
personally. Maturity appears to be was assigned to young people on the basis of the 
workers judgements as to whether the model of service can accommodate, or is 
oriented to, the young persons wishes. Worker judgements of maturity were most 
influential on accounts of practice when the worker had primary responsibility for the 
young person, and where young people were able to, or wanted to act independently. 
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The specific practice situation 
 
Workers tended to recognise SUR only to the extent that a specific situation 
demanded, and to the extent that other considerations were not discounted in a way 
that threatened workers’ capacity to provide services according to their model of 
service delivery. Workers indicated tentativeness and caution in situations that were 
not routine or not clearly informed by a policy, practice guideline or value. The focus 
of the front-line worker on the immediate situation was clearly evident in the 
following response of a worker asked for strategies used to make young people aware 
of their user rights and responsibilities: 
 
Like you’re not trying to teach them all that kind of stuff when you’re busy 
with ‘now’. (SAAP outreach and medium-term support worker) 
 
The importance of the specific practice situation was revealed in workers’ accounts 
of their ‘practice worries’ of the previous 12 months. Most workers indicated that they 
had experienced some practice worries in relation to maintaining confidentiality. 
These related to young people being involved in behaviours which, to the worker, 
warranted some form of attention or response, particularly those which raised a duty 
of care issue. Their practice response was either to assert the principle of 
confidentiality, or if they had a very significant concern they would breach 
confidentiality, be creative, or use a practice process which was likely to lead to 
transparency to others of the practice situation.  
Most of the longest responses and most acutely felt worries, came from youth 
refuge workers. This appears to arise from the combination of a high level of 
knowledge they had about young service users, together with a concern about high 
levels of risk through self-harm, isolation, or conflict with the law. For example, one 
refuge worker saw SUR policies as inappropriate for young service users who were 
‘out of control’.  
Practice with young people often involved a process of contextualising issues and 
of exploring, rather than simply endorsing, a young person’s initial preference. This 
necessity for interactivity around the various contexts of practice meant mechanistic 
and legalistic interpretations of rights were often not seen as appropriate: 
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Sometimes these kinds of statements [such as the right to autonomy and voice 
in their case] might appear to be more radical, maybe that’s the term, than 
what they actually are, when you are dealing with a young person. Because 
you talk through things and because you put things into context for a young 
person not wanting to do a particular thing, to actually work with that and see 
what that means and what that consequences are. Once all that has been 
considered, to ask the person to restate whether that is still their intention. … 
In my experience, these 13–14-year-olds that I have come across have had 
huge life experiences and more life experiences than a lot of 18–20 or 30-
year-olds. I would not feel comfortable saying they would be less mature to 
have an input, once they are being dealt with in a framework that allows them 
to challenge some of the patterns of thinking they might have or the decision 
making they might do (SAAP medium term worker). 
 
Front-line pressures 
 
The theory of street-level bureaucracy (Lipsky 1980) suggests that those working at 
the front line have substantial discretion, as well as substantial influence, over policy 
as it is implemented. Consistent with this, it has been argued that human service 
workers are confronted by, and need to cope with, complex and at times conflicting 
relations with managers, co-workers, and service users (Jones & May 1992, pp.274-
275). The data from this study is consistent with this analysis. Specifically the 
sampled workers talked about: 
• the demand to respond to situations which often involved a complexity of issues 
and constraints, and which can involve substantial worker-user, or worker-
situation intensity; 
• feelings of vulnerability, burnout, and fear of harm;  
• pragmatic matters, such as a lack of time. 
The inference was that responding to rights-associated requests, such as access to 
files, is of no more importance than many other demands from users. 
 
Most of the time we’re just so busy it’s just ‘oh my God that’s just another 
thing’. (SAAP refuge worker) 
 
The most common area of consideration and constraint cited by workers in respect 
to the right to complain related to the experience of, and issues associated with, being 
a worker. Themes of worker rights, and risk management for workers were raised as 
considerations. In all, almost half the workers raised such concerns. Specific worker-
related considerations referred to were the need for risk management for the worker 
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(particularly in relation to female workers with male clients), unsupportive fellow 
staff, workers being isolated, lack of worker longevity and burnout, the importance of 
natural justice rights and confidentiality for workers, the importance of reasonable 
expectations on workers, and the importance of professional collegiality, worker 
solidarity and worker safety.  
All AMFT workers, and four SAAP workers, referred to such considerations, while 
no workers from YHPP services, and only one from a HACC service mentioned these. 
A number of possible explanations are consistent with these data. In relation to the 
YHPP, it is possible that a strong client-centred practice norm, in combination with a 
flexible model of service, and a non-professionalised discipline base, results in a 
lower level of intensity between the worker and service users, and reduced attention 
by workers to the vulnerabilities of themselves and their colleagues. It could be that 
there is a relationship between the level of intensity between workers and service 
users, stress arising from models of service which do not respond to the complex of 
life issues presented, and the capacity of workers to consider the SUR elements of 
practice situations.  
In responses to Scenario 2, which explored the users’ rights to complain, half the 
workers referred to either the vulnerability of workers, or the vulnerability of the 
service.  All refuge workers talked of the need for conflict not to escalate, as either 
their expectation, or as that of the service management. It was the service’s capacity 
to operate that was vulnerable, and workers understood it as their role to maintain an 
equilibrium. Refuge workers were the only workers to express this concern, one 
which could be seen to be associated with the refuge model of service, where numbers 
of young people in crisis, and staff, share in significant ways the same living space. 
The young people they worked with were seen as vulnerable, highly conflicted, needy 
and often manipulative. This vulnerability translated to vulnerability of workers in the 
pressure-cooker of refuge service delivery, and to a need for workers to be on the 
front foot and ‘thick skinned’. For workers in refuges, everyone is in a position of 
vulnerability.  
In contrast, YHPP workers did not see a user challenging a decision as creating a 
vulnerability for the service, but proposed a generally open, supportive process. For 
these workers the young person was the most vulnerable in the scenario, including for 
one worker who was concerned about the young person’s continued access to the 
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service. Whereas other workers tended to see the young person as at fault, YHPP 
workers tended to indicate it was the other worker who should be held to account. 
Two other workers (one from a HACC service, and one from a SAAP outreach 
service) talked of worker burnout and isolation, indicating the heavy toll that conflict 
can take on front-line workers. For one of these workers, Scenario 2 was painfully 
relevant. Following is a long but very vivid depiction of how one worker experienced 
great difficulty in satisfactorily responding to young people raising their concerns, 
illustrating the volatile and complex landscape of the front line for some workers: 
 
Interviewer: So this isn’t an impossible scenario?   
 
No. It happens a lot. The young people always pick me. I don’t even know 
them. They go ‘I want to talk to you’. And I go, ‘Oh no’. I cringe. No matter 
which way I go about it with the young people, I support the young people, but 
God I cop heaps from the workers. I ride it out. Because I think, ah stuff it, it’s 
about the young people need to be heard. So yeah, I have been burnt lots. I 
have young people abuse the crap out of me too … Exactly the scenario you 
just said … Like it was not, it was not anger at what was the issues any more, 
they were actually attacking me. So, I brought it to a staff meeting, and said ‘I 
do not want to work with these young people at this point in time. I’m not 
coping, I’m really stressed about this. I feel that it is a personal attack on me 
and I’d like some support’. And they, no one did anything basically. In the 
end, they said ‘We’ll do this if they come here and etc.’ In the end no one did 
anything. In the end they [the young people using the service] calmed down, 
and we talked about it. The young people are fine. Not a problem. I didn’t get 
a lot of support I can tell you. (SAAP outreach and medium-term 
accommodation support worker) 
 
The extract reveals a quandary for the worker between support for young people 
being heard, solidarity with fellow workers, and organisational support. A number of 
other workers, usually ones who adhered to a strong notion of professional affiliation, 
prioritised this solidarity, and saw it as an essential condition of their practice. This 
was particularly true for two of the AMFT workers. For the SAAP worker above, 
such solidarity did not exist, and they felt torn between legitimate demands of the 
client to be heard, and an organisational context they saw as incapable of providing a 
safe and consistent environment for them as a worker. 
Almost all respondent workers indicated they had experienced practice worries 
related to the multiple relationships necessary to engage with and negotiate in work 
with young people and their families. Practice around SUR was termed ‘tricky’, 
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‘difficult’, ‘balancing act’, and ‘exhausting’, requiring them to be ‘tentative’ and 
‘tread carefully’.  
Front-line pressures were both common and substantial. The effect they had on 
practice around SUR was to encourage responses that were pragmatic and protective 
of the worker and the service context. This is illustrated by the following extract from 
an interview with a divisional manager of a sampled large non-profit organisation: 
 
I think workers are very vulnerable in that area because with high workloads, 
insecure funding, complex multiple issues clients that are in your face, it’s really 
easy to move out of good practice into either expedient ways of working, or 
coercive practices, or power-based practice, and it’s only when people have got I 
think a really well developed framework or enough protection around them to 
challenge them on that stuff … I think the tendency for workers, is to well, the 
majority to go down that path at varying times, either due to stress or personal 
inclination or whatever. So it’s like needing ways to bring people back to how you 
know what is good practice and how things could and should be done. (A 
manager of sampled SAAP and YHPP services) 
 
The impact of external agencies and individuals on front-line 
practice around SUR 
 
Figure 9.1 at the beginning of this chapter depicts the expectations of other agencies 
and individuals in a practice situation as influencing the approach to SUR adopted by 
front-line workers. To explore this, workers were asked whether they experienced any 
problems in relation to other agencies and workers, and specifically in relation to 
schools, State welfare authorities and police viewing differently the rights of the 
young people they worked with. In addition, they were asked to describe the impacts 
that these problems had on their practice. These data are summarised in Table 9.4 
below. 
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Table 9.4  The influence of other agencies and the local community on SUR 
 
Agency Experience of other agency’s approach to SUR Impact on workers’ practice 
Schools Variable and mostly problematic. 
Do not recognise young people as individuals. 
Insist on conferring with parents even if not at home. 
Generally reluctant to engage with youth services. 
Built relationships with key staff. 
Increased caution and fastidiousness in dealing with schools. 
Had to explain and justify school decisions to service users. 
Tried to respond positively through the conscientisation and 
empowering of young people in relation to school. 
The development of service policies to counteract 
particularly rights-undermining practices of schools.  
State welfare 
authorities 
Variable and problematic. 
‘Dump’ young people onto services. 
Withhold information regarding behaviour problems. 
Insufficient attention to rights of families (from some 
relational workers). 
Networking with workers in the state welfare department. 
Generalised frustration or anger. 
Agency negotiated policies with state welfare department 
about boundaries and confidentiality. 
Advocacy to ‘fix’ or ‘change the system’. 
Police Mostly problematic.  
Style viewed as often disrespectful and judgmental (mostly 
from SAAP workers).  
Affected by quality of relationship with particular officers. 
Relationship building with officers. 
Being as ‘professional’ as possible.  
 
Local community 
 
Mostly problematic except for HACC, where more positive.  A toughening of resolve. 
Workers try to insulate the service user. 
Negative impact on young person’s self-esteem. 
Change service rules to appease neighbours, and sometimes 
include neighbours in aspects of review processes 
(accommodation services). 
Limiting what young service users can do when out in 
community. 
 
 
 283 
Workers’ generally indicated that other agencies had a problematic and variable 
approach to SUR in relation to young service users. This resulted in a combination of 
protective and insulating practice strategies, alongside networking and relationship 
building with particular workers in those agencies so as to get the best outcome for 
their clients. It is not entitlements embedded in policies that are most influential, 
rather it is personal connection and relationships with key people and roles: 
 
So it is about who you know, to be able to get young people’s rights across. And I 
reckon that’s about workers, if you are a worker, and another department knows 
you, and they know you work well, then that young person’s rights will be heard 
more, and access it easier. (SAAP outreach worker) 
 
I’ve had a few problems but once you get them on side, a couple of the workers at 
different police stations, they are fantastic. But they still don’t see the clients 
having rights. (SAAP support worker) 
 
Front-line workers experienced pressure and tension, just as Lipsky suggested, and 
when this got too great, described it in terms consistent with the notion of ‘burn out’. 
Most workers were more able to identify limitations in other agencies than in their 
own, which was seen to be relatively unproblematic. The extent that other agencies’ 
approaches were viewed by the worker as affecting their practice seemed to depend, 
at least in part, on the extent their model of service delivery was sensitive to the views 
or pressures from those agencies. This was particularly true for workers in 
accommodation-based models, or models which involved workers being with young 
people in public environments, where service user freedoms were limited to 
accommodate external concerns from neighbours, schools and other agencies.    
Overall, the responses by workers were to try to develop working relationships 
with workers in other agencies, to seek across-agency clarifications, to accommodate 
or explain to service users community concerns about young people, to externalise 
rights by viewing other agencies as rights-undermining, or to indicate that they, the 
workers, insulated service users from external pressures. 
 
The impact of broad welfare policy and systemic practices on 
front-line practice around SUR 
 
The model depicted in Figure 9.1 indicates that broad sociopolitical contexts had 
some indirect influence on front-line practice around SUR. Such influence came 
through a range of mediating mechanisms, most obviously the sanctioned model of 
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service processes and resources, the funding program demands, and the processes, 
resources and rights orientations of various agencies and individuals involved in a 
practice situation. 
Workers were asked about the effect of welfare program changes, systems abuse, and 
media portrayal of young people on their practice around SUR. Just over half the 
sampled workers indicated that they were affected by changes in welfare policies. 
Other workers indicated there were no relevant changes. The changes cited were: 
• increased pressure arising from data collection;  
• the requirement to collaborate across organisations;  
• competitive tendering, privatisation, and ‘user pays’;  
• income support changes that were meaning increased pressure for young people to 
return to or stay in families or at school; 
• younger referrals from the State welfare authority to services;  
• increased accountability on services; 
• housing policy changes which reduced access for young people; 
• the shift to a ‘deserving poor’ approach.  
Only a few workers indicated that these changes affected their capacity to afford 
SUR. The most common impact cited was an increase in demand for services, 
resulting in a decrease in the quantity or quality of access to services for young 
people. These workers indicated that the policy environment was moving away from 
SUR. Most workers who saw an impact of the broader changes cited took an 
externalised view. Rather than seeing impacts on the capacity of the service user to 
claim rights in relation to their own service, these workers pointed to the heightened 
need to advocate young peoples’ rights, in the face of reduced rights they experienced 
when dealing with other agencies. A few workers indicated they ignored the 
pressures: 
 
I think the way to go is just do your work and ‘tough bikkies’. What the 
government wants, which is the funding bodies, it’s driven by politicians who 
haven’t got a clue, or public service people who haven’t got a clue about what 
they’re talking about, or what happens in this building. (AMFT worker) 
 
About a third of workers indicated that the model of service delivery and/or their 
management insulated them from negative impacts of welfare program changes. 
Overall, there was a decoupling of the broader context of social policy from most 
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workers’ practice around SUR. This is consistent with the front-line bureaucracy view 
that workers use a range of strategies to cope with policy demands on them that 
cannot be delivered.  
Almost all the sampled workers indicated that they had witnessed systems abuse of 
young people who were their clients60. However, while some workers detailed 
experiences and impacts relating to systems abuse, the majority of workers indicated 
that these did not impact on their practice, or that they were able to insulate their 
clients from these. Similarly, in relation to the media portrayal of young people, 
workers saw little in the way of implications on their practice, other than an enhanced 
need to advocate for young people externally to the service.  
The linkage of these broader influences and SUR practice was indirect. Workers 
generally saw these influences as unreasonably limiting the access of young people to 
support and resources external to their service. They also generally considered that 
these did not affect workers’ capacity to afford SUR in their service, or that they 
could insulate service users from the impact these broader influences might have.  
 
The mediation of SUR at the front line  
 
The data supports the general conclusion that the more the service user was seen as an 
individual in the practice situation, and the less connection61 (in the form of 
relationships or dependency) they were seen by the worker to have or need in their life 
and relevant to the practice situation, the more easily SUR were afforded at the front 
line. The workers’ views of user–environment connection, existing or needed between 
the young person and other individuals or agencies relevant to the practice situation, 
created considerations that workers had to attend to. The reasons for this are 
numerous, but include the workers’ appreciation that the success of intervention, as 
they defined this, was assisted by the involvement of others, be this one person, 
numbers of people (such as parents or neighbours), or an agency. The data showed 
that workers commonly strove for the following: 
• positive outcomes for the service user (defined variously); 
                                                 
60
 In the interview, systems abuse was explained as ‘how welfare service users can be treated badly as 
an outcome of the way the system of service provision is set up’ (Interview schedule). 
61
 User–environment connection refers to the linkages and relationships that exist or are seen as needed, 
between the service user, and other people, or agencies. A service user may be seen as an individual, 
with a singular identity and a significant level of autonomy, or be seen in terms of their level of 
‘connectivity’ to people and institutions (such as schooling or vocational training). 
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• the delivery of the model of service and associated processes; and 
• the avoidance, or minimisation, of conflict or tension, arising from practice. 
The more user–environment connection was a consideration for the worker in the 
practice situation, the more rights shifted away from a legalistic conception of 
enforceable entitlements, and became secondary or were undermined by other 
considerations, or in many cases simply became irrelevant. The notion of an 
individual young client was problematic, or only partially applied. Of the sampled 
services, those oriented to young people and families in conflict, or young people and 
families in need of respite, generally involved workers in a practice situation where 
there was a significant level of connectivity. Such connectivity was often expected, 
desired, or socially constructed. Conversely, some practice situations and contexts 
involved young people who had less connection with the institutions of family, school 
and community, or who were seen as able to legally assert their independence. They 
were characterised as having a lower level of connectivity, or higher level of 
individualisation. Young people who are longer term homeless, and not at school62 are 
almost by definition in such a detached and marginalised life space.  
Figure 9.2 below depicts a matrix model which assists in understanding how some 
of the factors in Figure 9.1 interact. One axis locates the level of connectivity in the 
young person’s life as understood by the front-line worker. The other axis indicates 
the extent to which the model of service delivery adopted by the worker is 
prescriptive, or methodologically driven. The more methodologically driven the 
model of service delivery, as operationalised by a particular worker, the less the 
service user could claim rights that were not central to that model, particularly if such 
a claim could destabilise that model. This front-line-centred perspective was 
important, given that some workers operated as ‘mavericks’, and considered their 
service norms or rules to some extent as problematic, or as providing guidance in 
some, but not all situations. The model depicts the workers’ location on a continuum 
from a tightly prescribed approach to practice, to an approach that was comparatively 
flexible, and which drew on multiple and negotiated methods. Such flexibility has 
been a central defining feature of a generalist approach to human services practice 
(Sheafor & Horejsi 2003). The matrix generates four variants of SUR practice, each of 
which conditions in different ways how workers understand and approach rights.  
                                                 
62
 Such young people have been described by Williamson (1997) as ‘status-zero’. 
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Figure 9.2 SUR practice as an outcome of the workers’ view of user– 
environment connection and the flexibility of the model of service 
 
 
Specialist and        Relational-outcomes  
professional approach      approach  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compliance approach     Autonomous individual  
         approach 
 
 
The following explanation of the model draws on data from the program, service 
and front-line worker levels. It will be demonstrated these different contexts of 
practice resulted in pressure to adopt different approaches to SUR, and that this 
rendered the application of a general notion of delivering on SUR ideals highly 
problematic. The model also increases the understanding of a number of the factors 
that influenced the SUR approach adopted by workers in a particular situation.  
 
High user–environment 
connection 
Low user–environment 
connection  
Prescribed 
practice model 
SUR explicit with emphasis on 
externalised human rights and/or 
sanctioned model of service processes. 
SUR subsumed into individual 
responsibilities and rules central to 
prescriptive practice model. Stability 
of model of service prioritised, e.g. 
youth refuges. 
SUR explicit but emphasis is largely 
externalised. Focus on young person as 
autonomous individual renders SUR 
relatively unproblematic for worker, e.g. 
SAAP outreach or SAAP externally 
supported independent accommodation. 
 
Flexible 
practice model 
SUR implicit and exists as service norms 
and principles. Intervention situationally 
negotiated between multiple parties. 
Strong emphasis on achieving outcome 
of improved connection, e.g. most 
YHPP. 
Service user rights are limited in number 
and exist as implicit professional norms 
and rules arising from the prescribed 
model of service. Responsibility for 
outcomes rests with multiple clients. 
Aim is to reduce conflict or provide 
long-term specialist support, e.g. AMFT 
and HACC respite. 
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Specialist and professional approach 
 
The combination of a high level of user–environment connection in the practice 
situation and a prescriptive model of service results in what has been termed a 
‘specialist-professional approach’. High user connectivity was typified by situations 
where there were multiple clients or other parties who, the worker knows, have 
particular expectations that could affect service delivery processes or outcomes. In 
such contexts, the worker finds it difficult to afford rights to service users, or is not 
aware of SUR, because of concerns that affording rights would generate conflict or 
undermine the pursuit of outcomes for the young person. A specialist and professional 
model of service delivery limits the intervention options available to the worker. This 
limits the capacity of workers to afford rights other than those central to the 
prescribed methods and sanctioned outcomes. Only those rights that facilitated a 
prescriptive model of service were clearly embraced and used in practice. Workers 
implicitly understood the service entry process to have accounted for informed 
consent being provided by the service user to receive the particular service model 
employed. It is somewhat ironic that workers from very prescriptive models of service 
often prioritised as important the service users’ right to choose, and thus designated 
the client’s status as voluntary. Given this voluntary status, the worker could locate 
responsibility for realising rights with the user, consistent with liberal individualism. 
It appears that service user rights were in large part defined by the circumstances of 
their denial, rather than their proactive pursuit. In AMFT this was relevant to the right 
to confidentiality and in HACC was relevant to the right to choose activities within 
worker-determined limits. Conversely, a clustered and explicit approach to SUR was 
considered inconsistent with a high level of connectivity in the practice situation or 
the desired outcomes.  
Without pre-existing client-rights-oriented expectations or proactive efforts to 
allow service users to know about, understand, and be supported to claim SUR, it is 
apparent that rights were easily subordinated to organisational norms and aspirational 
practice principles. This allowed SUR to be implemented in name only, with a 
substantial amount of front-line discretion, and in a way that did not threaten the 
specific model of service delivery employed. Practitioners at times experienced 
dissonance between their liberal and individualised conceptions of rights , and the 
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importance of preserving or enhancing connections between the service user and other 
people or resources.  
 
Relational-outcomes approach 
 
In some practice situations and contexts, workers were aware of the existence or need 
for outcomes with a substantial level of user–environment connection, and had 
substantial flexibility in how this was achieved. From this perspective, explicit rights-
talk either promotes false expectations in young people, or negative reactions from 
others with whom greater connection is sought, whether this be people such as 
parents, or agencies such as schools. This approach to rights was pragmatic, and 
reflected a utilitarian approach to ethical decision making, characterised by an 
emphasis on usefulness of the approach in achieving positive outcomes.  
Workers in these practice contexts had to deal with the tensions arising from 
multiple clients (most notably parents and young people) and conflicting expectations 
from these. There was a strong emphasis on rights being about the protection of young 
people and about ‘what’s right’ rather than rights. Unlike the specialist-professional 
approach, there was not the same strong emphasis on rights as choice.  
Rights were non-enforceable professional practice ideals, and were often locally 
negotiated. While workers cited a few rights exist universally and there was service 
policy on these rights, workers referred to many dilemmas that are understood and 
clarified only through locally conducted, situationally flexible communication and 
negotiation. There was a strong sense that rights were protected through good 
communication with users in the context of their day-to-day lives and the issues they 
were experiencing. ‘Rights’ it appears, was seen as somewhat too static and formal a 
concept to be central to practice. There was also a strong sense that practice, if it was 
to achieve positive outcomes in response to complex situations, was delicate and as 
such the approach taken to rights needed to be ‘temperate’. The relational perspective 
was evident, with emphasis on family and inter-agency communication. A legalistic 
rights conception, which infers conflict and the prospect of adversarial relationships, 
was not seen as relevant for this type of setting. YHPP workers commonly reflected 
this approach, as at times did a small number of workers from SAAP services when 
they confronted situations that they considered called for a relational orientation, and 
where they could adopt a flexible response. 
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Compliance approach 
 
In some practice situations and contexts, an individualised conception of the young 
person was combined with a prescriptive model of service delivery. The focus of 
intervention was on the immediate needs of the individual through provision of a 
specific preconceived service, together with longer term planning so as to encourage 
the user to move on from the service to a more stable situation. In this study, the 
workers who most clearly operated on this basis were those in communal 
accommodation facilities funded through SAAP. These workers saw young people as 
individual service users. This said, a communal residence model of service posed 
substantial challenges in terms of management and the balancing of different 
residents’ needs and rights. The use of case management in such an environment had 
the effect of splitting practice into service-centred and user-centred components. As 
shown in workers’ accounts, these components were clearly in tension, with different 
orientations to rights apparent when workers were acting as a supervisor, compared to 
when they were filling the role of individual case manager for a young service user. 
The communal nature of SAAP accommodation models with on-site staff created a 
proximity and a perceived level of duty of care that was not as evident in externally 
supported communal accommodation facilities. Workers described young people as 
arriving ‘in crisis’ with a range of very immediate needs that were often complex and 
difficult to respond to. The workers interviewed were all very experienced, and had 
strong views about practice. As indicated in Chapter 7, when these workers saw 
rights-as-entitlements this was in respect to the environment external to the agency. 
They commonly referred to the broader context of young people’s lives as one where 
the young person’s rights had already been abused, often over a significant period of 
time. Yet they tended to see the term ‘rights’ as unhelpful in their own service 
context. Rather, they preferred a ‘softer’ non-legalistic approach to SUR, one that 
rendered rights as generalised ideals. They communicated a sense of cynicism about 
whether legalistic and procedural approaches to rights delivered real outcomes for 
these young people, or set up less than useful conflict-based dynamics in the facility, 
or were more about jargon among professionals or in human services programs. 
Rather, the workers saw a very high need for rules and responsibilities so that the 
inflexible model of service did not become untenable.  
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In such environments, service user rights are afforded on the basis of conformity 
with the requirements of the model of service delivery. Typically, such services exist 
where there are few alternatives. Within the refuge context, rights were generally seen 
as a means (opportunity to learn agency and responsibility) to an end (‘getting it 
together’), in a harsh world where young people have to learn to survive as 
individuals after a difficult and often abused start to life. There was a strong sense in 
workers’ accounts of the need to be ‘cruel to be kind’.  
Refuge workers had a largely individualistic conception of the user and of SUR. 
Underpinning this was a liberal conception of the individual, who needs to exercise 
agency and choice in a rational way and accept responsibility for their actions. At the 
same time, many of the young people were seen as not having these skills and needed 
to learn them. One worker relayed an account of a girl who had a toothache. The 
worker said she had to take responsibility herself and do something about it. Two 
months later it still hadn’t been attended to. The young woman had the right to 
autonomy, but not to the active support necessary to respond to her situation.  
Workers from such contexts seemed to focus on only a small number of rights 
relevant to the prescriptive model of service, with others being secondary. Consistent 
with the theory of street-level bureaucracy, it appears that the context is so intense and 
problematic that more than this was not feasible. The concept of SUR was clearly not 
as dominant as other practice concepts, such as individual service user obedience, 
often couched as ‘responsibilities’.  
The requirement to consider relational issues, such as the possibility of young 
people returning to live with parents, meant that some accommodation workers with 
family-oriented practice values moved towards a relational approach rather than a 
compliance approach in some practice situations.  
 
Autonomous citizen approach 
 
This approach resulted from the combination of the worker perceiving a low level of 
user–environment connection, while having a flexible model of service delivery. This 
was particularly evident in the accounts of the three workers who undertook outreach 
and support through SAAP funding. These workers assessed young peoples’ needs 
and linked them to accommodation and other needed resources, or back to families 
(though there was little focus on work with families). These workers were not 
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involved in managing the tenancy aspects of the young people’s use of 
accommodation facilities; rather, they provided individualised support to those young 
people or more general outreach to young people not already in supported 
accommodation. The practice approach could be seen to reflect individually oriented, 
generalist human service practice.  
Such workers had a strong external, and comparatively weaker internal, orientation 
to SUR. All were very aware of the external application of SUR regarding tenancy 
and their attendant advocacy role. In relation to external agencies, these workers 
clearly saw rights in a ‘hard’ way, as legally based and requiring strong advocacy by 
themselves. In relation to their own service delivery, however, these workers tended 
to see rights as general principles of practice, such as respect and being heard, or to 
explain rights as needs of the young person. There was no sense of SUR being 
enforceable, or that rights were entitlements that could be claimed. 
 
Considering Proposition 5 
 
The situational nature of front-line practice involved workers appreciating and 
responding to a range of expectations from their own organisation, the service user, 
other clients in the situation, and other agencies that influenced the workers’ practice 
in the situation. The result was the necessary subordination of SUR to other 
considerations, except where it was consistent with what workers considered to be 
situationally ‘appropriate’ practice. The dissonance between stated policies and actual 
practice was masked in a number of ways: 
• The rights elements in practice situations were either not recognised, or not 
prioritised. 
• Service user rights not central to the model of service employed were left as 
generalised ideals, rather than operationally specified. 
• The technical existence of complaints mechanisms and other mechanisms 
necessary to claim rights was not accompanied by the processes and practices to 
realise their utilisation.  
• Practice was driven by more immediate concerns about the stable delivery of the 
model of service as understood in the particular service, by the worker, and by 
service users. 
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Proposition 5 stated: 
 
Front-line practice occurs in contexts that contain a variety of competing 
considerations and constraints. These mediate the front-line 
operationalisation of SUR as stated in program-level documentation. The most 
influential mediating factors are the organisational policies and expectations, 
the model of service delivery in which the workers practice, the actual and 
perceived characteristics of the service user, and other competing practice 
values held by the workers. 
  
In general terms, Proposition 5 was supported by the data, though it is insufficiently 
detailed to capture the various nuances found in the data. The models depicted in 
Figures 9.1 and 9.2 help to describe the key factors that mediate SUR policies and 
requirements, as they existed in the sampled programs at the time of the fieldwork. 
Human services practice is often not a transaction between a provider and a discrete 
consumer or customer. Rather, the worker is often oriented to the delivery of 
assistance to one or more people with elements of relationship between each other, 
and/or in relationship with other people or institutions. Front-line workers often 
depend on many others, including the service user, for their capacity to render 
assistance. This is particularly true when the service user(s) have complex needs 
requiring a range of resources, and social, economic and human service responses 
over a period of time.  
As with many other policy ideas that have implications for front-line-practice, the 
implementation of SUR was seen by workers to have been accommodated, when in 
reality it was subsumed into the existing realities and predilections of human service 
organisations and the practices of front-line workers. In most cases, front-line workers 
were expected to unproblematically implement generalised statements of SUR, as 
illustrated by the following quotation from a SAAP manager:  
 
It’s conceived of and brought in from above, it’s not bottom up … I mean you 
might get a 5-minute blurb in the staff meeting, ‘Oh you know this policy’s 
changed’. But whether you actually as a team get the opportunity to sit down 
and say well what does that mean, what about in this case, will it work this 
way. Oh no, that’s not what I thought. Services literally don’t have the time to 
do that. It’s not given to them as a resource to do that. Even the big agencies, 
I’d be incredibly surprised if any service got more than 2 days a year as a 
policy and planning day. And by that stage there is so much on the board to 
actually get through. (Former SAAP youth refuge manager) 
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Even where organisations attempted to apply the rights approach fastidiously, the 
contexts of front-line practice (most notably the model of service delivery, the 
expectations and situation of the service user, and the practice norms of the workers), 
conspired to render rights partial, and often ceremonial. Program policies mediated 
through relatively autonomous nonprofit organisations had limited influence. There 
was significant variation between many workers, consistent with the idea that front-
line practitioners do exercise discretion, while trying to operate in a fashion consistent 
with organisational expectations. In terms of implementation, SUR policy appears to 
have failed in various ways at the program, organisational and front-line levels, as 
implied in the following extract from an interview with an SUR advocacy 
organisation: 
 
Well it sounds like a really good idea at the time, but when you actually try to 
do that on the ground, it becomes something else altogether. But it’s like all 
the policy areas. It gets brought in, and while the bureaucrats may have 
formed a definition in their own heads about what that means, and what 
they’re actually trying to achieve by it, it’s communication down the lines …  
It’s like Chinese whispers, like that ad on television for Mother’s Day. I don’t 
know whether you saw it, but you know it goes through all the children of what 
to buy mum for Mothers’ Day. It’s like that. (SUR advocacy worker) 
 
There was very little consideration by workers of practices that would afford the 
rights of users in such a way that they could be considered entitlements, though the 
positions taken by about half the workers suggest that their approach was not merely 
tokenistic. The world of many front-line practitioners is far more relational, and 
requires many more considerations, than the processes implied by entitlement would 
allow. Service delivery within multiple contexts of practice, rather than rights 
delivery, was the key concern of front-line workers.    
In Chapter 10 the way the data links to the various bodies of theory will be 
considered.  
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Chapter 10 
 
The nexus between policy and front-line 
practice: discussion 
 
Chapters 5 to 9 have presented data concerning a series of 11 propositions.  
The tasks of this chapter are to summarise the findings from the data and to reflect on 
way these link to a number of bodies of theory. The methodological limitations of the 
thesis are then considered, followed by implications for further research arising from 
the study.  
In Chapters 2 and 3, a number of bodies of theory were suggested as relevant to 
this study. These are now considered in light of the data. They are: 
• front-line bureaucracy theory;  
• the application of ‘rights-talk’ to front-line human service delivery; 
• service user rights (SUR) as a manifestation of ‘new public management’ (NPM) 
and the de-institutionalisation of nonprofit human services;  
• SUR as a case study of what can happen to policy constructs that do not translate 
coherently to the contexts of their implementation. 
The chapter concludes with a consideration of future research possibilities arising 
from the study, and a summary statement.  
The eleven propositions and a summary of the main findings from the data are 
summarised in Table 10.1.
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Table 10.1  Summary of propositions and findings 
 
 Proposition Findings 
1 Human service programs reflect a conception of SUR which results 
from a combination factors, these being the conception of rights 
evident in the early stages of program development, the dominant 
approach to human services program management at any given time, 
and the extent to which the program embodies relational goals and 
methods.  
• Supported.  
• All programs demonstrated a strong degree of continuity in 
the scope of the rights they acknowledged.  
• The location of SUR was shifted over time into emergent 
and more dominant program logics, most obviously that of 
quality assurance and client-focused (needs-based) 
practice.  
• Programs that were more relational adopted a less explicit 
approach to SUR. 
2 Front-line workers espouse strong support for SUR as enforceable 
entitlements. 
• Supported.  
• Rights-as-entitlements had a strong level of surface-level 
endorsement from front-line workers.  
• Some variability according to program and organisational 
location.  
3 Though front-line workers espouse support for service users having 
rights-as-entitlements, their conceptions of SUR are varied, and 
generally not consistent with rights-as-entitlements. 
• Supported.  
• Conceptions of SUR varied in a number of ways.  
• Workers who conceptualised rights-as-entitlements 
indicated these needed substantial qualification.  
• Most workers saw SUR in a particularised, generalised and 
externalised way. Less orientation to rights-as-entitlements 
than present in organisations’ policies 
• Workers generally did not adopt terminologies for a cluster 
of service user rights. 
• Workers did not use rights-talk with service users 
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4 Front-line workers generally approach the practice of SUR in a way 
that undermines the prospect of these rights being claimed. 
• Partially supported 
• Workers were just as likely to undermine as afford rights. 
• When rights were afforded, this was partial and conditional 
• Practice approaches varied according to the particular right 
involved and the practice contexts. 
• SUR as a service delivery logic was compromised in 
practice. 
5 Front-line practice occurs in a variety of contexts that present  
workers with competing considerations and constraints. These 
mediate the operationalisation of SUR as espoused at the program 
and service levels. The mediating factors which most influence the 
approaches to SUR taken by workers are the expectations of their 
organisation, the model of service delivery in which the worker is 
located, the perceived characteristics of the service user, and the 
professional practice values held by the worker. 
• Supported, though does not capture some important 
nuances. 
• The level of prescriptiveness in the model of service 
delivery and the level of the actual or desired user–
environment connection mediated workers’ approach to 
SUR.  
• Even where organisations attempted to apply rights 
approaches fastidiously, the contexts of front-line practice 
rendered rights partial and often ceremonial. 
6 The organisational policies about SUR that apply to a particular 
service in an organisation generally conform to funding program 
requirements. 
• Not supported. 
• There was significant organisational autonomy in respect 
to SUR provisions. 
• The organisational policies applying to particular funded 
services demonstrated substantial diversity. 
• In multi-service organisations, SUR policies were 
specified at the organisation-wide level. 
• Rules and constraints on rights, rather than SUR, were 
expressed at the level of the service.  
7 Organisational expectations and pressures condition the way front-
line workers approach SUR. 
• Partially supported. 
• While front-line workers saw organisational expectations 
to conform to policy as strong, there was limited 
translation of such policy to practice. 
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• Policy was more likely to be adopted when operationally 
clear and unproblematic. 
• Rights-oriented practice was largely conditioned by other 
factors. 
• The workers’ specific role within the organisation 
conditioned their approach to SUR. 
8 The model of service delivery strongly conditions how front-line 
workers approach SUR. 
• Supported. 
• Provides a powerful context determining which rights 
workers see as central, challenging or peripheral. 
• SUR can be muted or undermined as a product of targeting 
and method-specific service delivery. 
9 SUR is less amenable to adoption by front-line workers in models of 
service that are relational in orientation. 
• Supported. 
• SUR had little utility for workers in relationally oriented 
models of service delivery. 
• SUR was particularly problematic when there were 
multiple clients or when sanctioned outcomes and 
processes prioritised improved relationships. 
• SUR was particularly problematic in models of service 
delivery that were both relational and prescriptive. 
10 Front-line worker approaches to SUR practice are mediated through 
their normative practice values, which may or may not be consistent 
with SUR-oriented practice.  
• Supported. 
• Can be professional norms or personal values. 
• ‘What’s right’ rather than rights. 
• These operated as a lens for the way practice situations 
were viewed. 
11 Front-line worker approaches to SUR practice are conditioned by the 
way they characterise young people as service users. Such 
characterisations are likely to be various, but reflect particular 
normative assumptions about the young people they work with, and 
which affect their status as rights-holders. 
• Supported. 
• Workers’ views of user expectations, perceived 
characteristics associated with age, and worker judgements 
of maturity were found to mediate practice approaches. 
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Front-line bureaucracy theory holds true 
 
In Chapter 3, theory about the character of front-line bureaucracy was reviewed. The 
data drawn from the accounts of 23 front-line practitioners is consistent with 
explanations of practice drawn from front-line theory. Elements of the front-line 
bureaucracy argument are discussed in light of the data. 
  
• Front-line practice involves a high level of discretion (Lipsky 1980; Handler 
1986). Front-line workers effectively make policy. 
It was apparent that, in relation to SUR, workers exercised a substantial amount of 
discretion. This was legitimated through their mandated role to provide particular 
services in a particular way (such as casework through case management), and to 
interpret how various considerations that arose in the course of intervention would be 
weighted. The data indicates that program and organisational policies in relation to 
SUR had only muted influence on worker approaches to practice. Organisational 
policy around SUR was only one element influencing how workers viewed practice 
and often not the most influential one (data relating to Proposition 7). Workers’ 
understanding of their role was found to influence how they approached SUR (an 
element of Proposition 5). 
 
• Front-line practice is highly contextualised (de Montigny 1995; Camilleri 
1996; Hugman 1998; Thompson 2001; Fook 2002). This means that front-line 
workers approach practice in a generally pragmatic way to make their work 
manageable (Brodkin 1997; Ham & Hill 1993; Hil 2003), and develop 
techniques to reduce any dissonance between expectations and actual service 
outcomes (Lipsky 1980; de Montigny 1995).  
Front-line practice takes place in a multitude of contexts. These various contexts of 
practice differ in their levels of immediacy, and in the imperatives prompting 
workers’ responses (data relating to Proposition 5). While workers indicated that a 
range of broader contexts were important to their practice in relation to young people, 
it was apparent that they generally did not see these having implications for 
themselves in terms of affording service user rights (data from Chapter 9). Rather, 
workers focused on the immediate contexts of a young person’s situation and the 
challenges inherent in delivering the model of service to them. This study points to the 
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influence of the particular model of service delivery the worker was located within. It 
is apparent that the interrelationship of the model of service with the practice situation 
of the person using the service, as perceived by the worker, powerfully mediated the 
way rights were understood and approached. The reality is that practice is not only 
highly contextualised, but the various contexts of practice are not equally influential 
in the way workers approach practice. Front-line practice is also highly situational. 
Workers are more oriented to those contexts of practice that have most bearing on 
their capacity to respond in a way that is legitimate and sustainable from their vantage 
point. In this study, it was evident that workers took a pragmatic and localised 
approach to the SUR demands on them. Service user expectations and demands at 
times were more influential than strongly endorsed organisational norms around 
rights. At one level, workers strongly supported SUR statements (data relating to 
Proposition 2). However, as more situationally specific applications of SUR were 
explored, so the presence of rights became partial and even counterproductive (data 
relating to Proposition 3). Consistent with front-line bureaucracy theory, workers 
approached practice in a way that reduced conflict and dissonance. In particular, there 
was data to show that they did not afford user rights in a way that would undermine 
the model of service they were employed, and expected, to deliver. For example, there 
was little recognition of, or interest in, facilitating the right of service users to 
complain. 
Workers also approached rights in a particularistic way. This had substantial 
ramifications for attempts to implement SUR strategies promoting clusters of rights. 
Various rights were afforded differentially. Rights were afforded if they were central 
to the model of service delivery, or did not result in subsequent conflicts or 
undermining of the model. Even then, SUR was not the most important or influential 
consideration, as shown in Figure 9.1. 
The data indicates that SUR as a policy approach ostensibly oriented to moderate 
the service user’s relationship with service delivery failed at a number of levels.  
 
• Workers apply their own normative values to their judgements on who is 
worthy of support beyond that minimally required (Maynard-Moody & 
Musheno 2000, 2003). That is, front-line practice operates more from the 
moral than the legal sphere (Campbell 1978; Maynard-Moody & Musheno 
2000, 2003). 
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Normative values have a range of sources, from professional training, to personal life 
experience and socialisation, and organisational norms. It is apparent that such values 
were often influential (data from Proposition 10). Workers from various settings 
differentiated young people into normative categories that informed their views of 
practice. Young people were variously described as demanding or naïve, manipulative 
or cooperative, and easy or hard to work with. Just as ‘rights’ is fundamentally a 
moral framework, so front-line practice has a significant normative and moral 
character (Maynard-Moody & Musheno 2003, p.93). It was also apparent that the 
ability to variously define and interpret rights and responsibilities of service users 
invited and even required workers to use their own interpretations and values. In this 
way, generalised SUR can reinforce a prevailing moral climate, and most recently 
neo-liberal approaches to welfare, while appearing to accommodate in service 
delivery an espoused commitment to human rights.  
A feature of rights-talk has been its application to a very wide range of matters in 
what has been described as a ‘welter of rights’ (Lomasky, 1987, p.4). SUR is one case 
where a myriad of aspects of service delivery were associated with ‘rights’. In this 
study, some 22 rights commonly referred to in programs were identified and used as a 
basis for the questionnaire for front-line workers. The overall effect on workers was to 
encourage an espoused acknowledgement of SUR while in practice these 
requirements could not be viewed or applied independently of other normativ contexts 
for practice.   
 
• Front-line bureaucracy theory has been found to apply to nonprofit service 
delivery contexts (Smith & Lipsky 1993) as they also require a contextualised 
approach to practice (Camilleri 1996), arising from the often vague and 
unbounded nature of the problems they are required to address (Bateman 
2000).  
In this study the front-line workers were located in nonprofit organisations, and within 
services that were oriented to young people in accommodation crisis and family-
related crisis. On the basis of the data, it is reasonable to conclude that the front-line 
bureaucrat is alive and well in such nonprofit services, consistent with Smith and 
Lipsky (1993). The promotion of policy constructs that have implications for the 
front-line of practice appears likely to continue under welfare reform as currently 
envisaged in Australia (see McLure 1999). This study suggests front-line theory has 
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continued relevance in appreciating the likely dissonance between such constructs and 
the contexts of front-line service delivery. 
 
Rights as a framework for front-line practice  
 
Rather than being a central framework for practice, ‘rights-talk’ has quite specific and 
conditional applications to front-line human service delivery as currently undertaken. 
 
• Rights-based and rules-based remedies have had limited success in creating 
greater accountability at the front line of welfare services (Handler 1986; 
Brodkin 1997).  
Rights-as-entitlements are one form of rule making, as they have the potential to be 
asserted and adjudicated. Service user rights and responsibilities were cast in a neo-
liberal individualist form, and had limited application in conditioning human services 
practice for a number of reasons. The first reason arose from the way service user 
rights were conceptualised. The data relating to proposition 3 indicates that a wide 
range of rights were included in lists of service user rights, with little analytic clarity 
at any level of implementation. It is apparent that the rights construct was used to 
bring together a very wide range of quasi-legal, professional and normative ideals. 
The second reason is that human service practice involves dealing with complex 
situations. Practice constructs such as SUR are often too generalised or are only one 
consideration in a particular practice situation. The third reason is that part of this 
complexity is the need to engage, not just with individuals to provide a tangible 
product or service to them, but also often to engage with one or more people in a life 
situation that may have various relational components requiring careful 
communication and negotiation. Rights are considered by workers to be a difficult 
construct to use in such contexts. This is not to suggest that rights are not important to 
front-line workers. They are, but are most meaningful to workers when used as a lens 
for viewing disadvantage and injustice external to their own service environment.  
Relational contexts, or what Engel (1991, p.167) refers to as ‘continuing 
relationships’ require workers to prioritise intervention strategies that build 
connection or demonstrate ‘faith’ and respect. ‘Rights’ as an explicit framework for 
practice has limitations arising from the normative understandings that others have of 
rights, and not just as a result of the worker’s possible normative understandings. This 
 303 
was evident in the way workers of all orientations to rights indicated that they had to 
adopt an implicit approach to the SUR of young clients when communicating with 
their parents, and had to adopt a networking and relational approach to gaining access 
for young people to school and other social resources.    
The question then arises as to where rights may fit as an element within a worker’s 
framework of ideas drawn on for practice. It is apparent that workers at times did find 
an operationally clear space for rights in some respects.  It was clear that some 
workers in relational contexts which allowed a degree of flexibility (that is, they were 
not following a highly prescribed model of service delivery) had developed ways of 
respecting rights as part of a process of working in a discretionary manner to improve 
relationships and associated outcomes. The processes used relied on the pre-emptive 
creation of implicitly rights-affording environments between users and services, 
between users, and within services, and the use of communicative strategies in 
intervention to foster the voluntary respect of rights, with explicit rights as bottom 
lines to fall back on.  
 
In theory, rights and relationships need not be mutually exclusive choices … 
Rights analysis can serve as the framework for long-term relationships in 
which neither side dominates the other and both sides display the 
characteristics of Gilligan’s ‘other voice’ — connection, care, empathy, and 
responsiveness. In practice, however, the participants … lack a set of clearly 
defined images or models in which the two voices are combined effectively. 
(Engel 1991, p.202) 
 
Some writers see this as requiring cultural change at the organisational level 
(Austin 1994; Gilliatt et al. 2000, p.334). The rights construct is not useful as a 
primary lens for relational projects — however rights are useful to front-line workers 
as bottom lines — and as normative ideals to inform discretionary practice. Rights as 
bottom lines have to be protective, not only for the ‘responsible consumer’, but for the 
most vulnerable consumer. Overall, this study supports previous research indicating 
that front-line workers do not operate from a legally oriented notion of rights (Gibson 
et al. 1993; Biehal 1993). 
The examination of SUR within the sampled programs indicates that sufficient 
resources were not dedicated to the implementation of the SUR framework to render 
the more fundamental of these rights claimable from the state. While this study 
suggests that not all rights are amenable to the legalism that typifies claimable rights, 
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it would be equally naïve to suggest that there are no rights that this should apply to. 
There are continuing concerns for example about the abuse of young people in out-of-
home care, and concerns that, where external complaints bodies exist, they may not 
have sufficient powers or resources (Commission for Children and Young People 
2003, p.4). Also of concern is that mechanisms to challenge government or non-
government service provision may be experienced as inaccessible to those who have 
serious matters to raise (Create Foundation 2003), and suggests there is substantial 
political content in the failure of rights to be experienced as meaningful. 
 
• The service user’s assertion of the right to help is a most problematic aspect of 
accountability, as it is contingent on a range of aspects of the client–worker 
relationship that generally are not present (Brodkin 1997). These include low 
client expectations, a reliance on proactive needs assessment by the 
caseworker, and a reluctance by clients to disclose problems and complaints. 
The data conformed to this analysis in all respects. Workers did not generally consider 
that young people believed they had rights. When workers  did consider that service 
users had rights, they saw this as indicating other issues, such as the young person 
being systems-wise or demanding. Workers also did not conceptualise rights in a 
proactive way. Rather, the conception of their own role was generally passive in 
relation to SUR, with the responsibility largely on the service user to assert their 
rights. This was consistent with neo-liberal63 conceptualisation of SUR at the program 
and organisational levels. Front-line workers operate according to what they consider 
‘right’ rather than on the basis of ‘rights’ (Grace & Wilkenson 1978; O’Connor & 
Tilbury 1986; Camilleri 1996). 
 
SUR as a manifestation of NPM and the de-institutionalisation of 
nonprofit human services  
 
SUR failed to take hold at a number of levels. At the time of the study it had moved 
from being actively promoted as an element of program logic related to quality of life 
and/or service quality, to being either avoided (in new programs such as YHPP), or 
being re-interpreted into the new institutional logic. SUR began with a vision that they 
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for a person’s situation and remedy to this except the person themselves and others who freely choose 
to respond. From such a perspective, rights-as-entitlements do not exist. 
 
Deleted: ’
 305 
would be entitlements drawn from various form of rights-talk present in public policy 
of the time. It was envisaged SUR would be able to facilitate the goals of programs 
(independence from government of service users, and efficiency and effectiveness in 
program delivery), in a context where government needed to have non-government 
services deliver these services, but be accountable to government. Framing 
accountability in terms of service user benefit was strategically useful. This study 
suggests that SUR was one of the tools for framing accountability in the language of 
client benefit.  
Hugman’s analysis (1998) was used as a bridge between front-line practice with 
service users (what Hugman refers to as ‘micro-practice’) and broader shifts occurring 
in the welfare state. As outlined in Chapter 3, Hugman asserts that professional human 
service provision has been subject to neo-liberal trends. These shift attention away 
from social levels of need to individual consumer responsibility and control over 
professionals. This comes through the coincidence of neo-liberal and neo-
conservative values, which respectively emphasise the individual and the family. 
Need becomes want or choice, and rights are understood only in a neo-liberal way, 
resulting in standards of service being prescribed in ways that ignore a range of 
underlying complexities in people’s situations. Hugman argues that power relations 
are obscured through a managerial concern with procedures and with what is 
considered ‘correct’ practice.  
The study’s examination of SUR and the way this agenda was responded to at the 
front line largely supports Hugman’s analysis. Service user rights were prescribed in a 
neo-liberal individualised way, and their implementation ignored the underlying 
power issues for service users. The backwards and forwards mapping approach used 
in this study indicates that this occurred at all levels of implementation. Service users 
were couched as active consumers, and the rights afforded were generally negative in 
type. However, while front-line workers were acutely aware of their organisations’ 
expectations, it is also apparent that SUR policies were not made operationally clear 
in most cases. Workers were clear about procedures to follow in some unproblematic 
cases, yet they had substantial discretion in many rights-related matters. The picture 
resulting from the examination of organisational policies in Chapter 6 is that the 
operational specification of rights is generally left well alone, or if attempted, this is at 
the broad organisational level, becoming conditional on other considerations (such as 
rules and responsibilities) at the specific service level. SUR can be viewed as one tool 
 306 
for reformulating the relationships between service users and workers in line with a 
consumerist view of citizenship, where social care is privatised to the family and 
charitable organisations (Hugman 1998, p.46). The impacts of neo-liberal 
consumerism on human service practice include: 
• Absolutist practice ideals expressed through codes of ethics and broad statements 
of human or service user rights have been mediated by, and made secondary to, 
models of service delivery that sanction particular ‘technologies of assessment’ 
(Hugman 1998, p.66). 
• Decontextualised codes (Hugman 1998, p.77) and lists of rights are not sufficient 
as tools for informing practice. While they can capture broad normative values, 
they do not inform situational practice, or in themselves achieve better outcomes 
for populations, such as young people. 
• The specification of rights and standards is a tool for the commodification of 
welfare services (Hugman 1998, p.135). Increasingly, this has occurred within a 
managerially determined concept of quality. 
The data is usefully understood from a neo-institutional theoretical perspective, which 
suggests that SUR performed a symbolic, rather than concrete and procedural, role for 
both government and nonprofit organisations (Seibel 1989, p.178). From this 
perspective, nonprofit agencies are institutionalised organisations, meaning that they 
draw their legitimacy from symbols and ‘myths’ (Di Maggio & Powell 1991; 
McDonald 1996, 1997). Empirically it has been demonstrated that nonprofit agencies 
cannot simply be seen as self-evidently worthy in their new role as providers of 
contracted services (McDonald 1997; Jepperson 1991). During the 1980s and 1990s, 
governments in Australia used the rubric of client benefit to reshape the institutional 
basis of nonprofit agencies. This study identifies SUR as one mechanism used in this 
process of de-institutionalisation. Specifically, it contributed to what has been termed 
‘functional de-institutionalisation’ (Jepperson 1991; Oliver 1992). The user rights 
language appealed to the previous institutional regime, which emphasised rights-talk 
and could be aligned with the access and equity components of Commonwealth social 
justice policies of the time. SUR was one tool for the reconfiguration of program 
administration and state–nonprofit relations along new public management lines. The 
consumerist underpinnings were explicit in the program environment of HACC, while 
in SAAP the emphasis was on facilitating the development of an active service user 
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who could be independent, rather than dependent on state-funded services. SUR did 
not, however, have the characteristics necessary to constitute a new legitimising and 
ongoing ‘myth’. Rather, it became unstable due to the costs and risks associated with 
its full implementation. This helps explain the failure to develop comprehensive 
external complaints and advocacy mechanisms during the 1990s. New public 
management understandings of efficiency and effectiveness were ultimately not met 
by a comprehensive service user rights system.  
These rationalised myths in turn create requirements which individuals in 
organisations are obliged to respond to (Townley 2002, p.163). The espoused support 
for SUR was not matched by workers’ ideas about, and accounts of, practice. At one 
level, most workers were able to communicate the resultant ‘worries’ and anomalies 
from the partial and at times ceremonial way rights were dealt with in their practice.  
In hindsight, it is clear that neo-institutional theory provides a partial explanation 
for the waxing and waning of SUR as an active policy framework during the 1990s. 
SUR can be understood as a bridging tool between two institutional orders. This 
required the replacement of one set of legitimating symbols and myths for the 
nonprofit human services sector with another. SUR was not consistent with some of 
the other logics or myths, either current or  emerging. The new institutional order 
requires legitimation of the role of nonprofit services in a contract welfare state based 
on market principles. While this transition is not complete, various constructs have 
emerged to replace rights as a mechanism for service provider accountability, most 
obviously the language of quality (Industry Commission 1996, p.106) and associated 
interests in technologies for its achievement, such as Total Quality Management 
(Watson 2002, p.877), performance indicators, client satisfaction surveys, and 
benchmarking (Industry Commission 1996 pp.351-366). Consistent with the data 
from this study, the three phases of SUR which can be discerned using a neo-
institutional lens are:  
• an old institutional order in nonprofit human services driven by the inherent 
worthiness of their contribution (Jepperson 1991). This was matched by a focus in 
state provision on citizen entitlements, which was the legitimised path to improve 
quality of life. SUR was typically legitimised as promoting human and citizenship 
rights and social justice. 
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• a transitory phase undertaken by the application of new public management ideals 
which saw the role of the nonprofit sector reconfigured to be providers of 
government-funded services, on the condition they re-oriented themselves to the 
NPM definition of client benefit and quality of service (efficiency and 
effectiveness). SUR was one tool of this transitional phase, along with service 
standards and case management. 
• a new institutional order which is more marketised, and where client benefit is 
couched in terms of responsiveness to the market, manifested as the measurement 
of quality as a means of accountability (Watson 2002). The potential 
accountability issues associated with emergent social entrepreneurship approaches 
to respond to social need remain largely unexplored. 
Here I have demonstrated that SUR was ceremonially conformed with and partially 
adopted to the extent that it was pragmatically possible to do so, for a number of 
reasons. First, consistent with neo-institutional theory, governments, nonprofits and 
front-line workers generally did not put in place the mechanisms necessary for rights 
to be claimable. The data indicates that front-line workers were aware that there were 
substantial constraints on SUR being realised by young people, but still espoused high 
levels of support for such rights. Second, as mentioned above, the concept of ‘rights’ 
as a central framework for front-line practice was itself insufficiently coherent with 
the various contexts of practice to be widely adopted or applied.  
 
SUR as a case study of what can happen to policy constructs that do not 
translate coherently to contexts of implementation  
 
This case study provides a cautionary tale about attempts to overlay ideas onto the 
front line that dictate the basis for practice. Further, the realities for front-line workers 
are that they deal with ‘wicked’ problems (Rittel & Webber 1973) — ones for which 
there is no easy resolution, which are often unbounded (Bateman 2000), and which 
reflect broader unresolved social and economic tensions. From a front-line 
perspective, attempts to codify practice have to contend with being subsumed into, or 
existing alongside, the perennial challenges of providing assistance and resources to 
people who often do not have the status or assumed power of individuals in the classic 
liberal sense.  
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SUR was just one in a succession of ‘big ideas’. We are now seeing the promotion 
of a new institutional logic that needs a new range of rationalities or ‘myths’, which 
are associated with ‘the market’, and ‘the community’. From a market logic, we see 
client benefit through choice, client and customer satisfaction, and the promotion of 
individual resilience. From a community logic, we see community capacity building, 
community resilience, and social entrepreneurship. Various new tools for 
accountability have been developed, and will continue to be developed, in response to 
shifts in how governance is approached (Peters 1996).  
The question of the substantive value of ‘rights-talk’ has been considered by 
Gibson (1998) in relation to vulnerable, frail older people. There are parallels between 
young people and older people around their social and institutional dependency, and 
variable capacity and opportunity to assert their own rights as freely choosing 
individuals. Gibson (1998, p.183) argues that ‘rights-talk’ is important for its capacity 
to change social attitudes and expectations as part of a quality-of-life improvement 
project. This argument contains echoes of the hope for rights in the previous 
institutional order under which SUR emerged. The power of rights, Gibson argues, is 
rhetorical rather than practical, given the lack of power that highly dependent people 
have to assert rights. This thesis suggests that rights-talk may have diminished 
rhetorical power at the level of service delivery in human service programs. 
The data does suggest that rights as bottom lines can be understood and 
operationalised by front-line workers. It is also apparent that there are popular and 
academic concerns about the abuse of vulnerable people who are dependent in some 
respect on social care services. From a front-line worker’s perspective, a manageable 
number of specific rights-as-bottom-lines can be explicit and entitlement-based, as 
long as they do not render unstable the very service delivery they are expected to 
support. In relational contexts of practice, this means rights being implicit and present 
but not dominant, particularly in the formative stages of relationship repair or 
development. This echoes Lomasky (1987, p.15): 
 
Not the least of the attractions of rights is that they function best when 
unobtrusive. 
 
The data also suggests that the use of prescriptive and specialist models of service 
as entry points to human services assistance is potentially problematic from the 
perspective of respecting service user autonomy and promoting informed consent.  
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This study also has implications for theory about youth services practice. It 
provides further support for the view cited in Chapter 3 that workers providing 
services to young people make sense of organisational and policy material through 
existing practice-oriented and interpretive frameworks (Hil 2003). This study suggests 
that the place of rights-talk in the frameworks of such workers should be located 
within a critical analysis of shifting approaches to governance and public 
administration that are affecting the institutional environments of their practice. 
Applications of ideology to youth work practice need to be understood in the context 
of the very powerful shifts occurring in the public administration of social programs 
and the neo-institutional character of the nonprofit organisations. 
 
Methodological limitations 
 
This thesis has contributed to knowledge about the nexus between human service 
program logic and the approaches to practice of front-line workers in funded nonprofit 
organisations. This has been achieved by the use of forwards and backwards mapping, 
within a realist tradition of social inquiry (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.4). This 
methodology allowed a retrospective examination of the character of SUR in 
conjunction with an analysis of field-level understandings of SUR (Clark 1998). 
Interview data from front-line workers in four human service programs allowed the 
congruence of worker SUR approaches with espoused organisational and program 
commitments to be judged, and for the factors influencing workers’ orientations to be 
identified.  
Using multiple sites across a known sample of programs allowed a suitable range 
of diverse and related cases from which relevant themes could be identified (Bryman 
1988). The use of clusters of services within the same nonprofit organisations and 
programs allowed for the relative potential influence of various factors to be 
discerned. The semi-structured approach of interviews with front-line workers 
allowed comparable data to be generated across cases in key areas of interest.  
The number of cases and selection of cases were driven by pragmatic as well as 
research considerations. It was a convenience sample, though the use of the various 
organising principles, including geographic location, meant that the selection of cases 
was not affected by sampling bias. The cases selected, however, cannot be assumed to 
represent all workers or all organisations. The purpose of this study was not to permit 
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broad generalisations, but to provide a basis for considering the fit of particular cases 
with ideas and theory about the nexus between social policy and human service 
practice. Where generalisations have been made about front-line workers and 
nonprofit human service organisations, these are made cautiously. A strength of the 
study is that it builds on and resonates with a body of empirical work in the front-line 
tradition. In addition, substantial parts of this study are replicable in other settings and 
contexts. Further research could test and extend the linkages made between program 
design, nonprofit organisations and front-line practice. 
The study used front-line workers themselves as sources of data on their 
understandings of SUR and approaches to practice around rights. While this approach 
is legitimate, it means that the study cannot purport to have described actual practices. 
Rather, it reports workers’ views and accounts of practice. For the purposes of this 
thesis, the data did provide a window into the highly divergent perspectives of 
workers and the nature of the contexts that influence their considerations of practice. 
A further limitation is that, while neo-institutional theory was found to have 
explanatory utility, the study did not explore in detail the symbolic and cultural life of 
the organisations the workers were located within. Such an examination would 
complement this study and strengthen the basis for drawing conclusions.  
 
Where to from here?  
 
This study contributes to theory development about the relationship between emergent 
ideas on human service delivery and the contexts of their implementation. The use of 
SUR as a key construct in the program logic of human services was a feature of a 
particular period in Australian social policy. Other constructs such as ‘quality assurance’ 
(Watson 2002) have emerged since this time as constructs against which service delivery 
is apparently made more accountable. There are a number of research lines suggested by 
this thesis. 
The first is to critically consider the capacity of various constructs for 
accountability to deliver meaningful outcomes for service users. Second, SUR has not 
vanished, and continuing research is required to understand in more detail the 
application of rights-thinking to practice in the light of this study’s findings. This 
thesis was not an examination of rights theory as it should apply to human services. 
However, the study does raise a range of possible avenues for further research in this 
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area. Hugman indicates that there are substantial limitations in relying on either the 
neo-liberal construction of the consumer, or the need for collective consumer power 
through service-user movements to deliver benefit to the users and potential users of 
human services. He calls for a quasi-consumerism where procedures to judge 
professional practices are established, with their basis in civil and legal rights 
(Hugman 1998, p.145).  
The emergence and later failure of SUR program logic to take hold was partially 
explained by reference to neo-institutional theory, and this is another possibility for 
further research. 
Young people have not had strong collective user mechanisms for lobbying and 
making up for the very individualised consumerist approach which SUR promotes. 
The result, as particularly evident in this study in relation to SAAP, is that SUR 
policies were negotiated between government and services with little collective 
service user influence. A robust quasi-consumerist approach can be argued as 
requiring a framework of external checks and balances to moderate excesses of 
power, as well as a strong collective consumer voice to ensure that policy processes 
have to consider consumer perspectives within the politics of a mixed economy of 
welfare. 
It is apparent that affording rights to service users is not the direction in which 
social welfare policy is currently heading. For example, the right to confidentiality, 
one of the simpler neo-liberal and professionally endorsed rights, is compromised by 
practical requirements for professionals to provide information on users to a wide 
range of agencies and people if resources are to be accessed (Hugman 1998). Indeed 
the ‘third way’ trend to networked organisational and community service provision 
(Peters 1996; Adams & Hess 2001; Botsman & Latham 2001) suggests that there will 
continue to be substantial conditionality and revision to the rights of those who need 
human service support.  
In retrospect, the SUR framework, particularly in its clustered form, was naive. 
The affording of SUR ultimately depended on the quality of organisational 
management and the commitment to good practice of the organisation and of each 
worker. Even then, there were limits to how much was possible, given that the raft of 
rights included in program provisions were somewhat more universal and far-reaching 
than the particular models of service delivery employed could apply coherently.  
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This study focused on human service practice with young people. While the broad 
themes to emerge should hold true with other service users, this requires investigation. 
Further research is also needed to establish whether front-line bureaucracy theory will 
hold true in for-profit agencies, which are increasingly being used to deliver social 
programs.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The place ‘rights-talk’ had in the practice framework of front-line practitioners was 
examined and compared with the espoused policy positions of the programs and the 
funded services they worked within. The various factors conditioning the workers’ 
approach to the service user rights aspects of practice were identified. The thesis 
concludes that front-line human service workers, whose practice is highly 
contextualised, thwart human service program design unless this design reflects the 
model of service delivery and the relational character of the service users’ situation. 
Front-line bureaucracy theory was found to apply. 
The study details the tension between the various contexts of front-line practice 
and the SUR policy framework. The level of connection with people and social 
institutions in the life situation of the young service user, combined with the extent to 
which the mandated model of service delivery was flexible or prescribed, were found 
to influence front-line practitioners’ approach to service user rights.  
The thesis found that the emergence of SUR in the late 1980s was a manifestation 
of the de-institutionalisation of nonprofit organisations as they were required to re-
orient the basis of their legitimacy to new public management ideals. 
In conclusion, this thesis reminds us that we cannot ignore the front line of human 
services. Front-line workers derive their mandate and legitimacy not only from the 
organisation they are employed by and government programs they deliver, but also 
from their capacity to practice in complex interrelated contexts. If we are to develop 
more coherent human service understandings, policies and practices, it is vital that 
attention is paid to those at the front line.  
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Appendix E 
 
Request for organisational/service information and policies 
 
For the purposes of my research I would like to have copies of the 
following types of information. The documentation will be used in a 
manner that preserves confidentiality.  
 
1 An outline of the service and its objectives (eg brochure, information 
sheet) 
 
2 An outline of the parent organisation if the service is part of a larger 
organisation (eg brochure, information sheet, contact number for 
requesting this) 
 
3 Copies of relevant policies as follows: 
 
• Any statement of user/ client rights and/or responsibilities 
• Any Code of Ethics or Conduct   
• Any written service standards   
• Any services standards used in the funding program eg state 
SAAP, HACC standards (or where I might get these) 
• Any complaints policy   
• Any statement of service principles   
• Any contract or information sheet used with clients  
• Any other documented mechanism that the service has to inform 
practice about the rights of service users?  
 
Thank you 
  
Phil Crane 
Student 
School of Social Work and Social Policy 
University of Queensland 
 
Address for postage 
Phil Crane  
43 Weatherhead Ave  
Ashgrove  Qld 4060 
 
07 3366 2980 (ph & fax) 
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Appendix F 
 
Interview schedule used with managers 
 
 
Can you give me a snapshot of the organisation and its philosophy? 
 
As a manager of a multi service organisation how do you deal with the requirements 
of different funding programs?  
 
Can you tell me about the various requirements made of this organisation in relation 
to service user rights?  
(Request documents referred to if not already provided). 
 
How as an organisation have you responded to these various requirements? 
(Prompt for any issues, experiences). 
 
Where are service user rights expressed in this organisations policies?   
 
What is your view of the requirements funding programs make of organizations such 
as yourself? 
 
I’m wondering whether you have any view as to what most influences the way the 
front-line workers in the services I am interested in deal with practice situations that 
have to do with the rights of service users? 
 
There are a range of different ways to maximise or improve outcomes for service 
users. What ways are emphasised in this organisation?  
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Appendix G 
 
Codes 
 
Rights approach 
 
Lib: Conception of individuals actively realising rights through self-determination, 
self-assertion and freedom of choice- about people having control over their lives 
(liberal, ‘New right’) 
Coll: Notions of rights realised through collective recognition and responses to 
classes of people 
Negot: Rights realised through partnership and negotiation, tend to develop over time 
Interests: An interests conception of rights. That is, rights exist regardless of whether 
user is able to assert them. Rights remain unchanged even if person is dependent, 
young, passive, or otherwise unable to claim them 
Power: A power conception of rights sees the person as an active agent, who plays an 
active role in claiming their rights. (You have to put your hand up to get them!) 
 
Which rights 
 
Positive: User has positive rights (defined as rights to positive assistance) 
Negative: User has negative rights (defined as rights to be free to do certain things, to 
not be impeded) 
 
Scope of rights orientation 
 
HR: Human rights 
L/CR: Citizenship/ legal rights 
WR: Welfare rights ie in respect of social and community services 
CR: Consumer/ Service user rights 
WPR: Welfare principles as rights  
No R: No rights position 
External: SUR focus is external to service 
Internal: SUR focus is internal to service 
 
Strength 
 
Entitle: Rights as enforceable entitlements  
Asp: Rights as aspirational 
Weak: Rights as secondary to other possibilities or considerations 
NM: The construct of rights is not seen as meaningful, relevant, or seen as jargon 
 
Conditionality 
 
RCon: Service user rights are conditioned by a particular factor (law, org policy, 
program, worker discretion, model of service, age, user responsibilities) 
RUncon: Rights are considered unconditional 
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Orientation to Service User rights 
 
UR: Conception of user rights as cluster 
SR: Specific rights only 
Ex: Rights seen as explicit 
Im: Rights seen as implicit 
 
Workers Attitude 
 
Positive: SUR is positive 
Negative: SUR is problematic or has negative aspects  
Complex: SUR is a complex of ideas, or is complex 
CompetingC: Competing concepts 
 
Conceptualisation of young service users  
 
CU-U: Unknowing/ naive 
CU-Pos: Knowing/ aware/ competent to make decisions/ skilful 
CU-V: Victims/ vulnerable/ immature/ undeveloped 
CU-M: Manipulative/ problematic 
CU-RH: As rights holders 
CU-NRH: Not as rights holders 
 
Interface between user rights and practice 
 
RP Worr: Rights practice worries/ tensions 
 
Factors influencing practice approach 
 
PP: Use of professional or personal practice values  
MOS: Application of model of service delivery 
Org: Conditioned by organisational expectations and policies 
PRO: Program influences 
SIT: Influenced by service user situation 
Context: Conditioned by broader contextual factors  
YP: Conditioned by workers view of young person 
 
Practice Approach 
 
PAther: Therapeutic  
PAdev: Developmental 
PAindiv: Individual and functional 
PArel: Relational 
CWU: Case work right-undermining 
CWR: Case work rights-oriented 
SMU: Service management rights-undermining  
SMR: Service management rights-oriented 
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Appendix H 
 
Front-line worker responses to the three scenarios 
 
Worker Scenario 1 
Right to access 
files 
Scenario 2 
Right to 
complain 
Scenario 3 
Right to 
autonomy 
Worker 
qualifications 
1AMFT CW R  CW U CW U  Social Work 
2AMFT CW U  CW U  CW R  Psychology 
3AMFT SM R CW U  CW U  Psychology 
4AMFT CW U CW U  CW R  Psychology 
5HACC CW U  SM U  CWU  None 
6HACC SM U CW U  CW U Human services 
7HACC SM U SM U  CW U  Nursing 
8HACC SM R  SM R SM U  None 
9SAAP CWR  SM R CW R  Human services 
10SAAP SM R  SM R CW R  None 
11SAAP CW U  CW U  CW R  Psychology 
12SAAP SM R CW U  CW R  Human services 
13SAAP SM R  CW U  CW R  Human services 
14SAAP CW R  SM R CW R  None 
15SAAP CW R  SM R CW R  Human services 
16SAAP SM U  CW U  CW R  Psychology 
17SAAP SM U  SM R CW R  Other 
18SAAP SM R  SM U CW R  Psychology 
19SAAP SM R CW U  CW U  Psychology 
20YHPP SM R  SM R CW U  Human services 
21YHPP SM R  SM R CW R  Human services 
22YHPP SM U  SM U CW R  Psychology 
23YHPP SM R SM U  CW U  Human services 
 Abbreviations:  
CWR= Casework rights-oriented approach 
CWU= Casework rights-undermining approach 
SMR= Service management rights-oriented approach 
SMU= Service management rights-undermining approach 
